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Abstract 
 
This dissertation aims to study the different forms of subalternity present in 
Argentinean writer Luisa Valenzuela’s 2010 novel El Mañana. The novel, a dystopian vision 
of Argentinean society, dwells on the nature of power and the way in which it is used and 
abused. The text exposes different forms of hegemonic domination; therefore my thesis will 
focus on how these are articulated through the use of language, within instances of social 
discrimination, and in gender hierarchies. In opposition to these discourses of domination, 
Valenzuela articulates through her narrative different subaltern discourses of resistance. 
Drawing on a critical analysis of El Mañana within its Argentinean context, I will seek to 
unmask the way in which the self-perpetuating structures of power have shaped, historically, 
these processes of domination, and the ways in which the subaltern subject has been able to 
respond to them. In order to understand Valenzuela’s contribution to the subaltern project, 
close attention to her historical and literary sources will be given, with a particular focus on 
the Argentinean case.  
 
Luisa Valenzuela’s oeuvre is marked by a fixation with marginal characters, those 
often rendered invisible by society: exiles, prostitutes, the racially discriminated, the gender 
discriminated, silenced women and voiceless men. In my analysis of Valenzuela’s 
contribution to the subaltern project, I will examine first the theories of nineteenth century 
statesmen that shaped Argentinean nation-building, as well as our contemporary critical 
understanding of them. I will then move on to examine, from a Post-colonial perspective, 
how these theories were shaped and evolved to represent an ever-shifting subaltern subject. 
Giorgio Agamben and his analysis of language as an instrument of power will shed light on 
my reading of Valenzuela’s rich linguistic texture. Lastly, Rodolfo Kusch’s anthropological 
studies of the Latin American subaltern will help me reveal connections to recent types of 
marginalisation, with pre-existing ideas emerging from the native populations and from their 
philosophies and belief systems.  
 
 ii 
The significance of this study rests on the way in which it addresses Valenzuela’s 
narrative through the prism of subaltern theories in the context of Argentina, at the same time 
linking it to Argentinean historical transformations, thus engaging in a more situated 
epistemology. The results of this thesis are relevant to various academic fields, such as 
Argentinean literature and Literary Studies, Post-colonial Studies, Subaltern Studies, 
Comparative Literary Studies, and Social Studies. 
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There's really no such thing as the 'voiceless'.  
There are only the deliberately silenced,  
or the preferably unheard. 
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Introduction 
 
Over the last three decades the narrative work of Luisa Valenzuela has gained 
widespread critical recognition. The scholarship on her work has gathered momentum, with a 
great wealth of doctoral dissertations, critical essays, academic articles, collected volumes 
and sole monographs on her production attesting to the richness of her work. Critical research 
on Luisa Valenzuela reflects a variety of approaches and perspectives. The first book-length 
study on the Argentinean writer was Sharon Magnarelli’s Reflections/Refractions: Reading 
Luisa Valenzuela (1988). It focused on what Magnarelli considers the chief thematic and 
stylistic issues in Valenzuela's narrative – discourse, power, gender, and politics – and 
disclosed their multifaceted interconnections. Juana María Cordones-Cook's Poética de 
transgresión en la novelística de Luisa Valenzuela (1991) constituted an insightful post-
structural reading of Valenzuelas’s prose seen through the prism of transgression as an 
epitome of post-modernity. Both studies were published in the United States, amongst others 
that also came to inaugurate a field of study on Valenzuela’s literary production. 
Argentinean critic Z. Nelly Martinez’s introduced the first study written in 
Valenzuela’s native land: El silencio que habla (1994). The book presented an interpretative 
work contextualised within the violent historical period of Argentina in the 70s, the so-called 
Años de Plomo or Guerra Sucia (Dirty War). It articulated post-structural and feminist 
theories to demonstrate Valenzuela’s deconstruction of Western patriarchal ideology 
throughout her prose. As the fierce military dictatorships and their atrocities of the 70s and 
early 80s were in the spotlight, the politically charged fiction and critical literature developed 
during the following decade at a strong and consistent pace. Together with many other 
Argentinean writers, Valenzuela committed herself to highly contestatory writing. Well 
aware of the political complexities of the time, Valenzuela became one of many voices that 
denounced and actively stood against state terrorism (Corbatta, 1999). Indeed, and according 
to Karl Kohut, her narrative during the late 70s until the early 90s is regarded as belonging to 
“Literatura de la Dictadura”; however, it does not only reflect an era of political 
commitment, but outlives it (Díaz et al., 2010) (See Chapter 4:4.4.3).  
Later criticism reclaims the erotic overtones previously given to Valenzuela’s literary 
production (Diaz & Lagos, 1996). Dina Grijalva Monteverde’s Eros: juego, poder y muerte. 
El erotismo femenino en la obra de Luisa Valenzuela (2011) delves into her texts seeking 
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“una erótica del verbo” (Ibídem, p. 13) and remarks on Valenzuela’s unique talent “para 
amalgamar erotismo, política y escritura” (Ibídem, p. 54). Despite these innovative 
approaches, the themes in her work are recurrent: power, language, the erotic, the political, 
gender and psychoanalysis, seen through the prism of European thought. 
By the turn of the century there was a marked decrease in the corpus of critical works 
on Valenzuela, and although still relevant, a substantial majority of Valenzuela’s critics 
approached her narrative through the vision of the northern hemisphere’s theorists. 
Furthermore, many of her critics, and indeed her readership, come from outside her 
homeland. This was remarked upon by Valenzuela herself in an interview with Héctor 
González Jordán. Referring to Argentina’s reception of her narrative, Valenzuela noted: 
“Regular, con buena crítica pero con poca penetración. Tengo una enorme penetración en 
Inglaterra y en Estados Unidos, pero en Argentina incomodo, soy un elemento de 
incomodidad en mi país” (González Jordán cited in Grijalva Monteverde, 2011, p. 63). 
Moreover, Guillermo Saavedra defined her country’s lack of interest as “oblicua indiferencia 
que suele darse a los profetas nativos” in the prologue to Valenzuelas’s anthology El placer 
rebelde (2003). However, in the advent of the new millennium, Argentinean intellectuals and 
critics started to become aware of their native prophet. Therefore, international events, 
symposiums and conferences were inspired around Valenzuela’s oeuvre, consolidating her 
name (Diaz, Medeiros-Lichem, Pfeiffer, 2010, p. 11). 
The critical literature surveyed for this thesis reveals a lacuna in the study of 
Valenzuela’s narrative – a reading of her prose, more specifically, her 2010 novel El 
Mañana, through the lens of subaltern theories. This thesis will consider these theories as 
they were applied by Argentinean philosopher Rodolfo Kusch and his visionary notions of 
the local subaltern during his field work in northern Argentina. Before the concept of the 
subaltern had been coined within post-colonial studies, Kusch performed “un desnudamiento 
constante frente a las categorías cristalizadas del pensamiento” (Maturo, 2010, p.44) thus re-
reading history against-the-grain. His philosophy centres on Argentinean and Latin American 
subjects, on “sujetos populares cuyo rasgo definidor es su indigencia y marginalidad con 
relación a las instituciones (…); [sujetos que son] lo vital y preformado de la sociedad, 
aquello que ha permanecido al margen de las categorías del progreso” (Ibídem, p.45). 
Therefore, although the concept of marginality is broad and multilayered, the use of these 
theories within this thesis focuses mainly on Latin America and, more specifically, in the 
context of Argentina. Ultimately, this thesis will address this gap by critically analysing El 
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Mañana in the light of subaltern theories and in the context of Argentinean history as 
embedded in Argentinean culture and thought.  
In El Mañana there is much subversion, many inequalities are contested and many 
silences are decoded, thus laying subalternity bare. The aim of this thesis is to articulate an 
innovative reading of the novel that understands the Argentinean subaltern subject and the 
development of their subalternation. With regards to this methodological approach (which 
will be further expanded in Chapter 2), this study draws on the work of scholars such as 
Rodolfo Kusch, Walter Mignolo and Enrique Dussel, who have contributed to a truly 
historically contextualised Latin American and Argentinean knowledge. Seminal canonical 
writers and works of the Argentinean literary tradition will also be explored, in order to 
situate the novel and to explain the construction of subalternity. Domingo Faustino 
Sarmiento’s work, Facundo o Civilización y Barbarie (1845) will shed light on the way in 
which the prejudice and discrimination of the 21st century are built on the nineteenth 
century’s nation formation guidelines. 
The following section will provide a brief introduction to the text on which this thesis 
is focused and the reason behind its selection. 
 
El Mañana: the selection of a sole text 
This thesis was motivated by a reading of the novel El Mañana published by 
Valenzuela in 2010. The selection of El Mañana as a sole text is based not only on its focus 
on a multiplicity of Valenzuela’s areas of concern (power, language, gender and social class) 
but also on their interconnectedness and with the Argentinean socio-historical context. The 
text consists of ninety one sections, with multiple narrating voices, historical and situational 
contexts interconnected randomly in a style that distinguishes Valenzuela: one that, in the 
post-modern context, ruptures canonical paradigms. Furthermore, by postulating El Mañana 
as a text of the dystopian genre, much as Walter Benjamin and his Angel of history
1
, this 
                                                 
1
 In his “Theses on the Philosophy of History” (1940), Walter Benjamin writes of Paul Klee’s painting 
“Angelus Novus” (1920), interpreting its central figure as the angel of history, whose “face is turned toward the 
past”: 
Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling 
wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like to stay, 
awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from 
 4 
 
study follows Valenzuela’s reading of the ruins of the past (memoria), upon which she 
portrays a bleak future. In addition, the novel, like a stone thrown into a pool of water, creates 
a series of concentric circles that touch on each other and expand. Indeed, the circles push 
outwards and reach Argentinean history, its literary tradition and its socio-political past as if 
seeking to make sense of its present or to re-fashion its future. Therefore, El Mañana 
converses with Valenzuela’s whole narrative in which many of her concerns converge, and 
also reflects on the Argentinean literary tradition while challenging the historical, social and 
cultural mores that shape it. Ultimately, as a stone thrown into water, the novel has a ripple 
effect connecting many forms of subalternation. These are portrayed in each of its main 
fictional characters, with the Argentinean distant past in a form of revisionism, the immediate 
past in the form of memoria and the present day as a politically committed text. Indeed, the 
following pages will attempt to answer the questions: could El Mañana be read as a mural of 
Argentinean subalternation? Could it be posed that it also stages a dialogic encounter 
between different Argentinean historical instances of subalternation embodied in its different 
fictional characters? Could it also be suggested that El Mañana portrays an against-the-grain 
interpretation of Argentina’s official story? 
In order to respond to these questions, this research project primarily traces the 
development of the subaltern subject in Argentina. It then gives an interpretation of the way 
in which it is epitomised within Valenzuela’s literary project. The Argentinean subaltern 
springs from the foundational dichotomy of civilisation and barbarism (Sarmiento, 1845), a 
social construct that could be attributed to the 19
th
 century Argentinean nation building 
project. The novel is a literary representation of the Argentina of the 2000s, depicting a 
wounded society that does not heal. Our interpretation of El Mañana attempts to provide an 
original reading, assessing its significance as an analysis of current Argentina, and the way in 
which it is represented in a text encapsulating numerous paradigms of subalternation.  
  
                                                                                                                                                        
Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close 
them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned, while the 
pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress (Benjamin, 
1969, p. 257-58). 
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Luisa Valenzuela: the author 
Luisa Valenzuela, an internationally acclaimed Post-Boom
2
 novelist (Shaw, 1998), is 
one of the most highly regarded of Argentinean writers. Although considered as part of the 
Post-Boom era, her narrative style, “tortuous and sometimes barely penetrable (…) in many 
ways politically challenging, has little to do with a transparent brand of referentiality” 
(Kristal, 2005, p. 93-94) is associated with that literary trend. Her fiction has been associated 
with exile writing as well as feminist and post-modern novels. However, it also poses as a 
continuation of the modernist project which runs from the 40s in Latin America, claiming a 
return to the realism lost during the Boom period (Williams, 2007). Furthermore, and due to 
her experimental play with language, her name has been equated with the Boom writers Julio 
Cortázar and Gabriel García Márquez (Diaz & Lagos, 1996) (Lagos, 1995). 
Valenzuela boasts a long career in journalism and literature that began early in her 
life. At the age of eighteen, she had articles published in some leading Argentinean 
newspapers and magazines (La Nación, Crisis, and Atlántida, to name a few). Her first novel, 
Hay que sonreír (1966) (Clara in her English translation) was written in 1959-60, when 
Valenzuela was only 21 years old. Ten novels, twelve short story collections, and various 
anthologies and essays followed, as well as increasing local and international recognition. 
She lived in France, Spain, Mexico and the United States, drawn not only by literary 
opportunities but also to escape times of repression in the Argentina of the 70s and 80s. 
However, she has never considered herself an exile, but one of those who left “no por expresa 
persecución personal, sino porque el aparato represor del gobierno se infiltraba violentando 
toda producción vital, incluso la literatura” (Cook, 1991, p. 7). Valenzuela could not live 
under the oppressive government or the accompanying state terrorism. Her social 
commitment and acute awareness of her immediate context, inexorably permeates her 
language, narrative techniques and fiction writing, as has been broadly shown throughout her 
texts.  
                                                 
2
 Efraín Kristal refers to the Post-Boom as a time of renewal, a reaction to the Boom, rather than a time span of thirty years of 
literature. He claims that “the reliability of terms like the Post-Boom is a real problem. There is no doubt that the terrible 
political events of the seventies and eighties did foment political fiction, but the (often highly theorised and intellectualised) 
fiction so produced did not always necessarily fit the referential model” (Kristal, 2005, p. 94). Although placing Valenzuela 
amongst Post-Boom writers, Donald Shaw also stresses that the Argentinean conjoins overtly political texts (Post-Boom) with 
linguistic play (Boom). Indeed, Kristal claims that such “critical muddying of the waters between political referentiality and 
experimental play” enabled Valenzuela’s international success (Kristal, 2005, p.93) 
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According to Juan José Saer, Argentinean literary tradition was historically built on 
uncertainty and chaos, and in many cases, “hizo de ellos su materia. (…). Algunos autores los 
ignoran en sus libros y otros los comentan o los integran. Pero, en tanto que hombres, 
ninguno pudo sustraerse a esa sucesión de catástrofes” (Saer, 2000, p. n/a). Valenzuela 
certainly shares in this national sense of uncertainty and chaos, but also questions it, while 
subverting and transgressing imposed and biased boundaries. In challenging the status quo, 
she reveals inequalities in many areas – social class, gender and language – and sees them as 
forms of domination. While decoding relations of power and oppression, Valenzuela crafts a 
space from which unheard and silenced voices can speak. 
 
Thesis roadmap: tracing subalternity  
Following this introduction, Chapter 1 situates El Mañana in Argentina’s literary 
tradition. It firstly identifies the basis of a conflict that runs throughout the novel. In order to 
achieve this, it furnishes an intertextual conversation between Valenzuela’s novel and the 
traditional Argentinean canon, epitomised by Sarmiento’s Facundo o Civilización y Barbarie 
(1845). This conflict, symbolised in the dichotomy of civilisation and barbarism, underlies 
the history of the country. Appropriately called la zoncera generatriz (translated in English as 
“the breeding nonsense”) by Arturo Jauretche, (Jauretche, 1992) this binary illuminates the 
constructed nature of Argentinean national identity. It also unfolds as a creator of well 
entrenched and greatly normalised stereotypes and discriminative practices in the country. 
The chapter traces the historical span between the two texts to find the many reformulations 
of the antinomy, thus outlining its currency. Hence, by reading El Mañana in conversation 
with Facundo, Chapter 1 aims to find their concurrences and discrepancies. Those findings 
will help to further define Valenzuela’s place within the Argentinian intellectual tradition and 
its literary paradigms. 
Chapter 2 is divided into two sections. The first section provides the theoretical 
framework needed to scaffold our critical analysis of the novel. It initially comprises a 
glossary of words useful for the development and understanding of subaltern theory, such as 
power, discourse, hegemony, subaltern, agency/ voice, representation, colonial wound and 
coloniality of power, upon which this thesis will be structured. The chapter outlines, firstly, a 
corpus of post-colonial criticism in which the subaltern theory is rooted. It also identifies the 
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Latin American subaltern theoretical framework and subject. Subsequently, it delves into a 
more local approach, such as that of Rodolfo Kusch, who initiates ground breaking resistance 
to traditional paradigms. Finally, it concentrates on twenty-first century Argentina while 
exploring where subalternity dwells, is normalised, where it is contested, and where it 
appears unnoticed and remains unchallenged. The second section focuses on the way in 
which literary criticism on Luisa Valenzuela has previously addressed the topics proposed in 
this thesis: power, language, gender and class.  
Chapter 3 surveys the whole of Valenzuela’s literary project, from Hay que sonreír 
(1966) to El Mañana to reveal her commitment to subalternity. It delves into the topics of 
language and power, and in the way in which they are inextricably connected. Secondly, the 
chapter examines patriarchy itself; the way in which it triggers in Valenzuela’s narrative a 
long attested awareness and a subversive response. Lastly, it will enquire into social class and 
how it is revealed through social markers; on how it emerges in prejudice, discrimination and 
stigmatisation; and finally, the way in which this Argentinean writer confronts an entrenched 
and rather normalised social hierarchy. 
Chapter 4 aims to give a critical and in-depth analysis of the novel. Following Giorgio 
Agamben’s views on language and power, it examines the unsayable. It uses Agamben’s 
epigraph at the beginning of Valenzuela’s novel as a point of departure for the analysis of the 
main topic of the novel: language as power. Secondly, it lays out the methodological 
approach for the critical analysis of El Mañana; it then proceeds to address the novel itself, 
reviewing the plot as well as framing the text within Argentina’s socio-historical context. The 
chapter then goes on to propose that the novel belongs to the dystopian genre, while 
providing a brief overview of the genre itself to help build the argument. Lastly, it looks at 
the notion of space and the distinctive treatment that this receives in the novel, while 
discussing the way in which isolation and confinement play a significant role in the building 
of the spatial configuration of the text.  
Lastly, Chapter 5 carries out an analytical survey of the characters in El Mañana, it 
also explores the way in which Valenzuela examines the society she lives in and portrays the 
characters that inhabit it. The characters of El Mañana can be seen as populating an oversized 
fresco. In the same way that Picasso’s Guernica is a mural that captures war, destruction, 
defeat, political crime and protest in a series of overlapping figures, so El Mañana could be 
seen as a mural of twenty-first century Argentina. Valenzuela’s figures speak wordlessly of 
 8 
 
the many marginalities coexisting within Argentinean society, much as Picasso’s stand out 
colourlessly epitomising of the many forms of the chaos of war. 
This thesis seeks to identify the ways in which subalternity is understood, portrayed, 
and vindicated in the novel. In other words, it attempts to devise the means by which 
Valenzuela seeks to open up a space in which the voiceless, the deliberately silenced or the 
preferably unheard
3
 regain agency. Through a critical analysis of the novel, it will endeavour 
to demonstrate Valenzuela’s interpretation of hegemonic power structures, her critical 
appraisal of her immediate socio-political context and her acute social awareness, as they 
converge in the construction of an anticipated dystopian version of twenty-first century 
Argentinean society.  
Ultimately, this study is an attempt to contribute to the already extensive critical 
literature on this eminent writer by providing a subaltern reading of what has come to be 
known as Valenzuela’s ars poetica (Diaz, Medeiros-Lichem, Pfeiffer, 2010, p. 10).  
                                                 
3
 The full quote belongs to Arundhati Roy (2007) at the 2004 City of Sydney Peace Prize Lecture: Peace and the New 
Corporate Liberation Theology. ABC Radio National. http://www.abc.net.au/rn/bigidea/stories/s1232956.htm (accessed 19 
July 2009) and appears in full in the first page of this theses. 
 
 9 
 
1 Chapter 1: El Mañana within Argentina’s literary tradition 
 Introduction  1.1
This chapter will attempt to situate El Mañana in Argentina’s literary tradition. It will 
define the basis of a permanent multilayered conflict operating from diverse spheres 
throughout the novel. In order to achieve this, it will establish an intertextual conversation 
between El Mañana and the traditional Argentinean canon, and thus identify a historically 
irreconcilable dichotomy that lies at the organic matrix of that conflict: civilisation and 
barbarism. Indeed, Valenzuela’s book could be read as a new formulation of the traditional 
antagonism that has divided post-independence Argentina.  
This critical analysis of El Mañana will be approached by establishing a dialogue 
with one of the core foundational texts of the Argentinean national canon: Domingo F. 
Sarmiento’s Facundo or Civilization and Barbarism (1845). This work coherently portrays 
those asymmetrical categories that rank the social realm and is suitable to express the general 
ideology of the once elitist and rather dogmatic canon. By reading El Mañana in conversation 
with Facundo, the thesis will explore their concurrences and discrepancies, and thus define 
Valenzuela’s place within the Argentinian intellectual tradition and its literary paradigms. 
However problematic this intertextual approach might seem due to a vast array of differences 
between both writers and their works (gender, generation, literary profile, genre, to name just 
a few) and despite its complexity, the thesis will attempt to capitalize on those differences. It 
will explore the time span between Sarmiento and Valenzuela and their conflicting contexts, 
to outline the genesis and development of the other in Argentina’s literary tradition. 
Valenzuela unveils and opens up a space for the subaltern subject, over a century after 
Sarmiento’s nation building project contributed to its shape in the 19th century. Therefore, her 
literary project gives a voice of legitimacy to the subaltern subject. 
This project considers the other as the one who appears separate from one’s self, and 
whose existence is vital in providing a reference from which to build an identity (Ashcroft, 
Griffiths, & Tiffin, 2013, p. 155). Zygmunt Bauman argues that social identities (and 
therefore “otherness”) are constructed as dichotomies, as portrayed in Sarmiento’s 
Civilization and Barbarism:  
In dichotomies crucial for the practice and the vision of social order the 
differentiating power hides as a rule behind one of the members of the 
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opposition. The second member is but the other of the first, the opposite 
(degraded, suppressed, exiled) side of the first and its creation. Thus 
abnormality is the other of the norm, deviation the other of law-abiding, 
illness the other of health, barbarity the other of civilization, animal the other 
of the human, woman the other of man, stranger the other of the native, enemy 
the other of friend, `them' the other of `us', insanity the other of reason, 
foreigner the other of the state subject, lay public the other of the expert. Both 
sides depend on each other, but the dependence is not symmetrical. The 
second side depends on the first for its contrived and enforced isolation. The 
first depends on the second for its self-assertion (Bauman, 1991, p. 15).  
Therefore, the creation and validation of the other is deemed vital for establishing the 
self, against which the other identity develops into a defined and organized construction. 
Susanne Meachem argues that the gauchos, mestizos, Afro-Argentines, indios and women 
were major examples of marginal social groups. They all functioned as a basis of 
identification for the Argentinean state (Meachem, 2010). 
Despite their indisputable differences, this thesis will show how both Sarmiento and 
Valenzuela deal with the same core common intellectual constructs, the self and the other, 
albeit from very different points of view. Although they both engage with similar social 
forces at the root of literary discourse, they do it through substantially different narratives. 
Sarmiento attempts to build, in Facundo, a monological discourse. According to Mikhail 
Bakhtin (Bakhtin, 1981), a monological discourse gravitates around a hegemonic perspective 
or consciousness. Conversely, Valenzuela’s El Mañana incorporates a polyphonic discourse. 
Therefore, while the former subordinates reality to the author’s own perspective, the latter 
engages with, and is informed by, a plurality of voices. 
With its origins in the nineteenth century, Argentinean literature endorses Eurocentric 
visions intermingled with those of nation-building and a politically constructed nationalism. 
In Respiración artificial (1994) Ricardo Piglia portrays, almost ironically, this Eurocentrism 
in Argentinean literature:  
La primera página del Facundo.: texto fundador de la literatura argentina. 
¿Qué hay ahí? Dice Renzi. Una frase en francés: así empieza. Como si 
dijéramos la literatura argentina se inicia con una frase escrita en francés: On 
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ne tue point les idées (aprendida por todos nosotros en la escuela, ya 
traducida). ¿Cómo empieza Sarmiento el Facundo??Contando cómo en el 
momento de iniciar su exilio escribe en francés una consigna. El gesto político 
no está en el contenido de la frase, o no está solamente ahí. Está, sobre todo, 
en el hecho de escribirla en francés. Los bárbaros llegan, miran esas letras 
extranjeras escritas por Sarmiento, no las entienden: necesitan que venga 
alguien y se las traduzca. ¿Y entonces? dijo Renzi. Está claro, dijo, que el 
corte entre civilización y barbarie pasa por ahí. Los bárbaros no saben leer en 
francés, mejor son bárbaros porque no saben leer en francés (Piglia, 1980, p. 
128). 
According to Beatriz Sarlo and Carlos Altamirano, the incipient nationalism alongside 
the European aspirations conform to an irretrievable paradox: 
(…) la paradoja romántica que en las reflexiones francesas residía en la 
reivindicación de un pasado nacional y, al mismo tiempo, de los derechos 
supremos de lo contemporáneo y lo nuevo, exhibe en el Río de la Plata una 
ironía suplementaria: ¿cómo la literatura será en efecto, expresión de nuestras 
ideas dominantes, cuando Echeverría afirma también el vacío de sistema 
filosófico y la inexistencia de una "razón argentina"?, ¿cómo expresar 
literariamente una cultura y una sociedad que se juzga necesario fundar? 
(Altamirano & Sarlo, 1997, p. 27). 
The paradox resides, claims Sarlo, in seeking to establish a literature that not only 
portrays Argentinean traditions and culture but also is a foundation. The colonial and the 
native past do not represent a worthy contribution in the construction of a “nueva cultura 
posrevolucionaria” (Ibídem, p. 27). Furthermore, Sarlo contends, the mission of intellectuals 
is to produce an originality built on French ideas, books and translations, while breaking with 
the Argentinean colonial past. Esteban Echevarría (see 1.2.4, p. 16) summarises such a 
misión and Sarlo declares it to be an oxímoron: “(…) el saber e ilustración que poseemos no 
nos pertenece; es un fondo, si se quiere, pero no constituye una riqueza real, adquirida con el 
sudor de nuestro rostro, sino debida a la generosidad extranjera” (Echevarría cited in 
Altamirano & Sarlo, 1997, p. 27). 
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Furthermore, Ángel Rama renders the establishment of national literatures towards 
the end of the nineteenth century: “como un discurso sobre la formación, composición y 
definición de la nación, [que] habría de permitir la incorporación de múltiples materiales 
ajenos al circuito anterior de las bellas letras que emanaban de las élites cultas” (Á. Rama, 
2004, p. 74) However, it is not an innocent incorporation of, for instance, oral traditions to 
literature, but one which undergoes a process of purging and homogenising. Therefore, while 
absorbing “múltiples aportes rurales, insertándolos en su proyecto y articulándolos con otros” 
this process performs a formative national discourse (Ibídem, p. 74). 
Jorge Luis Borges claims that such constructed nationalism in literature – local and 
cosmopolitan, urban and gauchesco – is inevitable. He states that the Argentinean tradition 
conveys versatility; it should not be pondered as one over-engaged in local flavours, nor one 
that has its roots entirely within Spain:  
nuestro patrimonio es el universo; ensayar todos los temas, y no podemos 
concretarnos a lo argentino para ser argentinos: porque o ser argentino es una 
fatalidad, y en ese caso lo seremos de cualquier modo, o ser argentino es una 
mera afectación, una máscara (Borges, 1974, v.I, p.267).  
In order to better frame the proposed dialogue between Facundo (1845) and El 
Mañana (2010) (two narratives that largely epitomise the versatility of Argentinean letters 
claimed by Borges), the thesis will provide a brief historical overview of the socio-political 
context that ranges from one work to the other. In order to do so, it will begin by looking at 
the early post-independence years when the new country was forging its own identity, and 
will examine some of the ways in which the idea of nationhood began to materialise. The 
Argentinean nation-building process rests on discriminatory divisions that permeate its 
literary discourse, and are articulated and perpetuated through it. Indeed, understanding the 
reconfigurations and reinterpretations that the civilisation-barbarism antinomy has undergone 
throughout history might provide some useful guidelines for this intertextual dialogue. 
It is my contention that this approach to literature (as a record and a critique of the 
past, and also as a pro-active prefiguration of the future) is present in Valenzuela’s text, and 
that it can be seen in the textual recurrence of topics throughout her work. In El Mañana it 
appears newly contested and presented as part of that ongoing tradition. Here the observation 
on intertextuality and on the dialogic made by Bakhtin (Bakhtin, 1981) and Julia Kristeva 
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(Kristeva & Roudiez, 1980) will help to demonstrate Valenzuela’s own practice of 
intertextuality and its relevance to her project. In fact, by tracing her own topics her dialogue 
with Sarmiento and his controversial binomial can be wholly brought to completion and fully 
achieved. 
 
 El Mañana in Argentina’s Literary Tradition 1.2
 Civilisation and barbarism: the self and the other 1.2.1
Despite her assertions of rebelliousness, Luisa Valenzuela is an author with an acute 
sense of literary tradition; she is placed within the literary canon, both Argentinian and Latin 
American, as well as being an acclaimed figure within world literature. Throughout her 
narrative work, Luisa Valenzuela shows a profound preoccupation with otherness. Her corpus 
encompasses her treatment of the political within literature, her social awareness, her self-
fashioning as a woman writer, and a rich meta-literary dimension in all her novels. El 
Mañana can be seen as both a summa and a survey of all these issues; a revision of her 
project and a vindication of its currency. The critic Marta Cavallín Calanche provides an 
accurate synthesis of the excluded other’s centrality in Valenzuela’s literary project, as well 
as its denunciatory commitment: 
(Valenzuela) propone una narrativa hiperconsciente de las situaciones de la 
mujer, los torturados, los disidentes y otros sujetos localizados al margen del 
poder, para formular una denuncia por parte de la rabia y la impotencia de 
saberse, al mismo tiempo, narradora y protagonista, víctima y juez de la 
realidad/ficción presente en sus textos (Cavallin Calanche, 2008).  
Addressing concerns surrounding the arbitrariness of power, Valenzuela confronts 
canonical prerogatives; her literary work plays with boundaries, challenges consecrated truths 
while positing a socially committed and restored version. Valenzuela herself maintains that 
the act of writing must oppose Manichaeism, claiming that along with the death of ideologies 
there rises the deinstitutionalisation of self-commitment, which develops into more of a 
personal pledge than a dogmatic stance (Valenzuela, 2002, p. 88). In contrast, and as 
portrayed throughout his liberal, positivist project, Sarmiento’s work comprises the 
foundation for the legitimisation of exclusionary policies and the use of violence as a way to 
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subdue popular unrest. Firstly, his project as a nation builder privileges the population of 
European descent to the detriment of the other – the native Argentinean, the gaucho, the 
indio, the mestizo, or the black – who are considered inferior. Secondly, it proposes the 
subjugation and extermination of these subordinate strata, cleansing the civilised city and 
making it available for cultured Europeans:  
Pero el elemento principal de orden y moralización que la República 
Argentina cuenta hoy es la inmigración europea, que de suyo, y en despecho 
de la falta de seguridad que le ofrece, se agolpa de día en día en el Plata, y si 
hubiera un Gobierno capaz de dirigir su movimiento, bastaría por sí sola a 
sanar en diez años no más, todas las heridas que han hecho a la patria los 
bandidos, desde Facundo hasta Rosas (D.F. Sarmiento, 1963, p. 252).  
Regarding this question of the nation-building mission, Ángel Rama claims that 
Sarmiento is clearly reluctant to contemplate the possibility of the development of civilisation 
outside the urban environment, or even to entrust progress to Argentineans themselves, unless 
shaped by European ideas, to be replicated and adopted as civilising paradigms. 
Domingo Faustino Sarmiento’s Facundo (1845) continued to present cities as 
civilizing nodes in countryside capable of engendering only barbarism. To 
Sarmiento, cities were the only receptacles capable of accommodating the 
culture which he wished to import from his European wellsprings (now those 
of Paris, rather that Madrid) in order to construct a civilized society in 
America (Ángel Rama & Chasteen, 1996 pp. 12). 
This writer-statesman establishes, for the first time, a set of intellectual constructs and 
dividing lines that provide the foundation for some unfortunate and long-lasting historical 
dualisms: Europe over America, the progressive and modern city over the backward 
countryside, white over coloured, educated elite over illiterate masses, and, implicitly and 
symbolically, male over female. Towards the end of the twentieth century, Arturo Jauretche 
defined Sarmiento’s dichotomy of civilisation and barbarism as zoncera generatriz. He 
maintained that in identifying Europe with civilisation and America with barbarism, it needed 
to negate the latter in order to validate the former. Thus, progress is but a substitution: “(…) 
cuanto más Europa más civilización; cuanto más América más barbarie; de donde resulta que 
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progreso no es evolucionar desde la propia naturaleza de las cosas, sino derogar la naturaleza 
de las cosas para substituirla” (Jauretche, 1992, p. 13). In other words, Jauretche postulates a 
rupture with that zoncera as a founding abstraction, as it deliberately negates all alternatives 
to the nation born from within it.  
It is my contention that Valenzuela’s El Mañana examines and challenges, from a 
liminal standpoint, those inherited abstractions that build the official story. As a border writer 
(Hicks, 1991), Valenzuela deals explicitly with all these issues and problematises the validity 
of constructed dividing lines. El mañana, and indeed the whole of Valenzuela’s narrative, 
straddles this polarity, but not confrontationally or as an antithesis to any one side; 
Valenzuela rides and tames the dividing line itself, not to cross it, but to break it. Her work 
acknowledges the line and by standing on the edge, disrupts hierarchies and exposes 
inconsistencies and ruptures.  
In the following section I will provide a brief overview of the socio political 
background that ranges from Facundo to El mañana. Informed by the evolution and 
reformulation of the binarismo Sarmentino, the intertextual dialogue proposed in this chapter 
will, therefore, be enhanced. 
  
 Historical overview from Facundo to El Mañana  1.2.2
 Domingo Faustino Sarmiento 1.2.2.1
Así es como en la vida argentina empieza a establecerse por estas 
peculiaridades el predominio de la fuerza brutal, la preponderancia del más 
fuerte, la autoridad sin límites y sin responsabilidad de los que mandan, la 
justicia administrada sin formas y sin debate (Sarmiento, 1924, p. 42).  
Facundo was written by Sarmiento in 1845 while in exile in Chile in the early years 
of post-independence Argentina. The book deals with three main topics. Firstly, it aims to 
define the Argentinean character; secondly, it establishes the stepping stones to a successful 
nation-building project defined from a positivistic stance in terms of modernity and 
liberalism; and, finally, it is a critique of the tyranny of the caudillos Juan Manuel de Rosas 
and Facundo Quiroga. In the prologue to his 1924 edition of the book, Ricardo Rojas 
described Sarmiento’s work as a rational truth that evolves through the times, its ideas as 
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relevant today as they were then. Rojas also maintains that the book defines the Argentinean 
leading principle: 
Sarmiento no creó la biografía de Facundo, sino que creó su leyenda. 
Compuso el poema épico de la montonera; y si desde 1845 sirvió este libro 
como verdad pragmática contra Rosas, y desde 1853 como verdad pragmática 
contra el desierto, después de 1860, debemos tender a utilizarlo como verdad 
pragmática en favor de nuestra cultura intelectual, por la emoción profunda de 
tierra nativa, de tradición popular, de lengua hispanoamericana y de ideal 
argentino que ese libro traduce en síntesis admirable (as cited in Sarmiento, 
1924). 
During his formative years, Sarmiento became a prominent member of the group 
known as the Generation of ’37. The group was one of intellectuals who undertook two main 
tasks. First, they set out to identify and explain the reasons for Argentinean failure – the 
failure of the provinces to unite, of the liberals to lead, of the masses to choose an adequate 
government, of European schools of thought to curb local caudillos. Secondly, they 
conceived and developed a model for the building of Argentina as a modern nation. Born out 
of a shared rejection of the federalist regime of caudillo Juan Manuel de Rosas, the group was 
inspired by the European Enlightenment and by revolutionary clubs and societies, and they 
thought of themselves as the bearers of the new ideas that would enlighten their peoples 
(Shumway, 1991, p. 112). The group’s founder, Esteban Echeverría, stated in his “Discurso 
de Introducción a una serie de lecturas en el Salón Literario” (1837) that post-independence 
Argentina’s history was, after overcoming a first period of heroic battles, immersed in a time 
of reason, of new ideas. Carlos Altamirano and Beatriz Sarlo claim that Echevarría proposed 
a new aesthetics, “construir a partir de cero una cultura, romper con la tradición colonial y 
fundar ‘en el desierto’” (Altamirano & Sarlo, 1997, p. 18). A demeaning rejection to 
everything past (not only colonial but also pre-colonial) would then open the path to embrace 
the European (non-Iberic) models and build a new culture from the ground up. Thus, 
Echeverría himself portrays the type of character capable of pursuing such new enlightening 
purposes:  
He would drink from the fountain of European civilization, he will study our 
history, he will examine with a penetrating eye the depths of our society, and 
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enriched by all the treasures of study and reflection, he will… bequeath a 
legacy of works that will enlighten and ennoble the patria (as cited in 
Shumway, 1991 pp.127). 
Analysing the models followed by the group, Shumway maintains that despite 
acknowledging a solid focus on European thought, the Generation of ‘37 showed a more 
conservative stance than those of the Bernardino Rivadavias’ tradition. They did not blindly 
endorse the appropriation of European paradigms to deal with Argentinean disadvantages. 
They addressed those disadvantages by promoting a representative (democratic) government. 
However, the will of the masses, allegedly to be included in the implementation of 
democracies, had proven unreliable, as the masses supported the much despised Rosas’ 
Regime: 
The mission of the Men of ’37 then is a mission of paradox. They must 
discredit the masses as the ‘inorganic democracy’ represented by caudillo rule 
while at the same time reorganizing Argentine society in the name of the 
masses and laying the foundations for institutional democracy once the 
masses are ready for it (Shumway, 1991, p. 133).  
They took upon themselves the mission to better equip the masses, to make them 
ready for democracy. A generation, in the words of Carlos Altamirano, of sabios ilustrados 
(Altamirano & Myers, 2008, p. 247), free from the preoccupations of the illiterate masses, 
who thought of themselves as the precursors of an original social configuration. Their very 
own vocation was to instruct, reform and, eventually, to civilise those masses. 
During the nineteenth century, Argentinean literature followed Sarmiento’s model, 
and that of the Generation of ’37. The nineteenth century idea of civilisation carried an 
eminently Eurocentric notion of progress (Svampa, 1994), and dismissed any autochthonous 
genesis and praxis of Argentinean thought, deemed as irrelevant or non-existent. The 
intellectual strove for European inspiration and validation and sought to invest the new 
national project with a radical break from the hegemony of Spain and its imperial 
connotations: despotism, religious intolerance and medieval, backward thought. The so-called 
Black Legend, a strong ideological construct born in the sixteenth century and popularised in 
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the early 1800s, emphasised the brutality of colonial Spain towards America. It responded to 
many demands beyond those of Argentinean pro-independence men of letters: 
The repetition of the Black Legend would serve the interests of the rival 
Dutch and English empires belatedly contesting Spanish imperial dominance 
in the Americas. It was, as Fernández Retamar (1989, p. 63) points out, a 
weapon in an inter-imperial struggle. The Black Legend would have another 
revival in the early nineteenth century, inspired by the wars of independence 
against Spain by the Latin American colonies, and yet again in 1898, now 
centring in the United States and connected to the so-called Spanish-American 
War (Greer, Mignolo, & Quilligan, 2008, p. 6). 
Classical Spanish and Italian literature during colonial times would be replaced by 
French and British literature in post-independence years. With the advent of modernism, the 
United States would gain significance as the new epicentre of thought (A. Rama & Frye, 
2012) (Svampa, 1994). Indeed, civilising meant importing the European Enlightment, which 
was perceived as a superior way of knowledge. It is Joaquin V. González, Argentinean writer 
and politician, who, in his book titled El Juicio del Siglo (1910), not only considered the 
massacre of the native populations as morally acceptable but also aligned himself with the 
superiority of the European race: 
Extinguido el indio por la guerra, la servidumbre y la inadaptabilidad a la vida 
civilizada, desaparece para la republica el peligro regresivo de la mezcla de su 
sangre inferior con la sangre seleccionada y pura de la raza europea 
(González, 1979, p. 141). 
La política económica de la constitución ha triunfado del pasado, del desierto 
y de la raza misma, renovando el germen de la sangre primitiva e inoculando 
en ella la savia de una energía nueva y de una voluntad creadora de trabajo y 
de lucha. Eliminados por diversas causas del tipo común nacional, los 
componentes degenerativos o inadaptables, como el indio y el negro, 
quedaban sólo los que llamamos mestizos por la mezcla del indio y el blanco. 
Pero a su vez la evolución de un siglo, obrando sobre una proporción mínima 
de estos elementos, los elimina sin dificultad, y deja como ley de composición 
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del tipo étnico nacional la de la raza europea, pura por su origen y pura por la 
selección operada en nuestro suelo sobre la sangre criolla, que es también 
sangre europea (González, 1979, p. 147). 
Furthermore, Juan Bautista Alberdi posited, in his Bases y Puntos de Partida para la 
Organización Política de la República Argentina (1852), a cutting-edge statement that 
significantly exposed his anti-American and radically anglophile position. He suggested 
European immigration as a true path to freedom, culture and industriousness: 
¿Queremos plantar y aclimatar en América la libertad inglesa, la cultura 
francesa, la laboriosidad del hombre de Europa y de Estados Unidos? 
Traigamos pedazos vivos de ellas en las costumbres de sus habitantes y 
radiquémoslas aquí (Alberdi, 1852/1945, p. 67). 
Alberdi went on to claim that in order to benefit from civilisation, the English 
language, regarded as the language to bring such benefits, should be a compulsory subject as 
a means to progress: 
El idioma inglés, como idioma de la libertad, de la industria y del orden, debe 
ser aún más obligatorio que el latín; no debiera darse diploma ni título 
universitario al joven que no lo hable y escriba. Esa sola innovación obraría 
un cambio fundamental en la educación de la juventud. ¿Cómo recibir el 
ejemplo y la acción civilizadora de la raza anglosajona sin la posesión general 
de su lengua? (Alberdi, 1945, p. 59). 
However, insisted Alberdi, little was to be expected from the local masses, due to 
their inability to successfully engage in the civilising project, despite all efforts: 
Haced pasar el roto, el gaucho, el cholo, unidad elemental de nuestras masas 
populares por todas las transformaciones del mejor sistema de instrucción; en 
cien años no haréis de él un obrero inglés que trabaja, consume, vive digna y 
confortablemente (Alberdi, 1945, p. 90).  
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While emphasising European superiority to vindicate American subjugation, 
Sarmiento, along with Alberdi and other intellectuals of his time, posited the one and only 
hegemonic voice on the side of the literatos. They proposed engaging in a successful nation-
building process based on an injection of that superior civilisation through immigration and 
the emulation of European traditions. Thus Sarmiento would write political essays, in order to 
design a nation and also to determine a whole social consciousness based on his controversial 
belief. This was presented by Shumway as “a recipe for divisiveness”: 
(…) another factor in the Argentine equation which is often overlooked in 
economic, social and political histories: the peculiarly divisive mind-set 
created by the country’s nineteenth-century intellectuals who first framed the 
idea of Argentina. This ideological legacy is in some sense a mythology of 
exclusion rather than a unifying national ideal, a recipe for divisiveness rather 
than consential pluralism (Shumway, 1991, p. x).  
As we have already mentioned, post-independence Argentina tried to cut loose from 
Spain. Breaking with both its colonial and its pre-colonial past left the country with a 
profound sense of orphanhood; the endeavours of the 19
th
 century romantics to create a sense 
of difference and originality only resulted in an identity crisis. As Angel Rama suggests, this 
pursuit of independence, conveys a negation of not only of the colonial past, but also of the 
very roots of Latin America: “Each and every time, Latin American writers were moved not 
only by a legitimate search for cultural enrichment but also by their desire to break free from 
their roots” (A. Rama & Frye, 2012, p. 3).  
In her in-depth analysis of the prototypical Argentinean-porteño writer, Beatriz Sarlo 
introduces the notion of the desert, a polysemic term that denotes not only a particular area or 
physical space but also a moral notion of backwardness. In the case of Argentina, desert is a 
space populated by indios, whose culture is not deemed worthy of recognition. In these terms, 
La Conquista del Desierto (as the extermination of indigenous populations ordered by 
General Julio A. Roca in 1879 was known) would implement Sarmiento’s ideology. The 
notion of the desert is, according to Sarmiento, equivalent to the notion of a cultural void, a 
want, an emptiness, construed as an opposite to the ideas of culture, progress, enlightenment, 
that were being imported from France and Britain and assimilated into the national project. 
Intellectuals and writers therefore escaped the cultural desert engulfing them as there was 
nothing there worthy of contemplation (B. Sarlo & Saítta, 2007). 
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Sarmiento himself referred to the concept of emptiness in his work Recuerdos de 
Provincia 
Nosotros, al día siguiente de la revolución, debíamos volver los ojos a todas 
partes buscando con qué llenar el vacío que debían dejar la inquisición 
destruida, el poder absoluto vencido, la exclusión religiosa ensanchada (D.F. 
Sarmiento, 1850/2010, p. 99).  
The need to shape a sense of belonging, to invent a nation capable of fulfilling the 
expectations of a new and dynamic elite for a mostly mixed-race majority population grew 
vigorously and consistently. 
 
 The idea of Nation  1.2.2.2
Nos, los representantes del pueblo de la Nación Argentina, reunidos en 
Congreso General Constituyente por voluntad y elección de las provincias 
que la componen, en cumplimiento de pactos preexistentes, con el objeto de 
constituir la unión nacional, afianzar la justicia, consolidar la paz interior, 
proveer a la defensa común, promover el bienestar general, y asegurar los 
beneficios de la libertad para nosotros, para nuestra posteridad y para todos 
los hombres del mundo que quieran habitar en el suelo argentino; invocando 
a la protección de Dios, fuente de toda razón y justicia: ordenamos, 
decretamos y establecemos esta Constitución para la Nación Argentina. 
Preámbulo de la Constitución Argentina (1853) 
European modern nations were formed, developed and established in the early 19th 
century, as the ideas of the Enlightment gave way to those of romanticism. The French 
Revolution led the way to the rise of nationalism, which constituted the driving force for 
European politics and ideas. The nation-building project in Argentina ran closely to the 
European experience and, in many ways, appears to be modelled on it. Sarlo and Altamirano 
argued that the progressive and liberal thought stemmed from the French Revolution, and 
 22 
 
therefore fashioned the Argentinean intellectuals’ political vision and reading of historical 
events. Furthermore, they claim that according to Esteban Echeverría’s book on the 
Revolución de Mayo and its outcomes, Dogma Socialista (1846), two conflicting traditions 
dominated the new nations: innovación versus rutina. One represents progressivism, linked to 
revolution and independence, the other was deemed retrograde and stationary, and is 
associated with Spain (Altamirano & Sarlo, 1997). In the words of Echeverría: 
El triunfo de la revolución es para nosotros el de la idea nueva y progresista; 
es el triunfo de la causa santa de la libertad de los hombres y de los pueblos. 
Pero ese triunfo no ha sido completo, porque las dos ideas se hostilizan 
mutuamente todavía, y porque el espíritu nuevo no ha aniquilado 
completamente el espíritu de las tinieblas (as cited in Altamirano & Sarlo, 
1997, pp. 48-49).  
These conflicting ideas coexisted in post revolution Argentina paving the way for 
reform and the building of a nation that broke with a stationary past. Eric Hobsbawm states 
that ‘invented traditions’ are a response to new and disruptive circumstances and they attempt 
to refer to, and appear as, a continuity of a suitable historic past. In the case of an unsuitable 
historical past, a new, invented one is fashioned to substitute for it. The constructed notion of 
nation, much needed in nineteenth century Argentina, included practices, rituals and symbols 
blatantly or implicitly recognised and repeated (Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983). Nicolas 
Shumway suggests, in what he calls national mythologies, that those fictive versions of a past 
are revived or invented in order to establish a sense of belonging:  
National mythologies were resurrected when available, created when not, and 
spread with evangelic zeal, all with the effect of building a sense of national 
belongingness and destiny; these mythologies became the guiding fictions of 
nations, guiding fictions that encourage the French to feel French; the English, 
English; and the Germans, German. (Shumway, 1991, p. 1). 
Such need to construct a sense of nationhood would, initially, emerge in post-
independence Argentina from the external effect of the downfall of the Spanish monarchy 
and the invasion of Spain by Napoleon (1808) and, later, it would be reinforced by 
independence itself. The rise of eighteen republics from four collapsed viceroyalties led the 
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way to the creation of guiding fictions to build a national identity. Even though an 
unappreciated cultural individuality was emerging in pre-independence, it took nearly a 
whole century for Spanish American elite intellectuals to gradually detach themselves from 
European influences and start thinking of a shared identity, a popular culture and a collective 
destiny (Shumway, 1991). Juan José Sebreli claims that along with the circumstances that on 
a universal scale triggered nationalism, the specific case of Argentina involved additional 
conditions. Following almost a century of civil wars, anarchy and dictatorship, the country 
was facing a massive wave of immigration, threatening social segregation. The year 1880 
marks the inauguration of the National State (Estado-nación argentino), which prompted the 
construction of the “ser Argentino”. Sebreli also refers to an authentic religión cívica put in 
place to homogenise the population in order to avert fragmentation. Such a deliberate and 
systematic indoctrination was articulated by the intellectuals and delivered predominantly 
through primary schools and military service. The flag and the National Anthem, sculptures 
of national heroes and folkloric figures such as that of the vanishing gaucho were all paid 
tribute to as symbols of Nationalism. Furthermore, Leopoldo Lugones canonised José 
Hernández’s gauchesque poem, Martin Fierro (1872) (Sebreli, 2011, p. 63) (Nouzeilles et al., 
2009) (see 5.2.1). Although constructed by the conservative liberals, this nationalism would 
appear to be contravening the very principles of liberalism: rationalism, positivism, 
individualism, secularism, modernism and capitalism (Ibídem, p. 64), eventually, instigating 
a crisis in the liberal model. 
Towards the last quarter of the century, as liberal nationalism took over from the 
conservative nationalism of the generation of ‘37, a whole new redefinition of otherness and 
the other unfolds. A new body of subaltern, or an unheard, excluded minority, emerged. The 
other was now not the gaucho and the indio but the urban immigrant. Based on the evidence 
in Positivistic paradigms of the time, which validate sociology for biological reasons, a 
shocking rise of racism and ethnocentrism developed (Sebreli, 2011). To be a national citizen 
required, towards the end of the century, a differentiation from the immigrant masses who 
appear as the new other, the new barbarian. Nevertheless, such a barbarian is deeply 
immersed in the nation-building project, thus posing a threat. As the Social Darwinist José 
María Ramos Mejía (1849-1914) portrayed in his writings, immigration threatened the 
natural order of the oligarchy by either attempting an upward social mobility, or by 
‘corrupting’ with foreign ideologies the true national values promoted by the elite (Nouzeilles 
et al., 2009). Therefore, the barbarian immigrant would be a lost cause and “a terrible 
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influence if national education does not modify him with the brush of culture” (Ramos Mejía 
cited in Nouzeilles et al., 2009, p. 187). 
David Viñas claims that the ritualisation of symbols was a tactic favoured by liberal 
politician, essayist and educator Joaquin V. González, who, after promoting immigration, 
accused the same immigrants of having brought “todos los vicios sociales que fermentan en 
Europa” (Viñas, 1996, p. 16). So, segregating what was considered national from the 
immigration-infected city became the new liberal measure. 
The gaucho genre, emerging as a validation of the local flavours of a country in 
search of its own identity and a feeling of repudiation towards the urban, the invaded city, 
reverses Sarmiento’s dichotomy.  
La contradicción entre la civilización, identificada con la ciudad, y la barbarie, 
con el campo, se transformaba en todo lo contrario; era la ‘reversión de la 
dicotomía sarmentina’ según David Viñas. La ciudad se volvía expresión de 
decadencia y corrupción (Sebreli, 2011, p. 84). 
The rising and validated influence of modernism thrived in the city: along with 
demographic growth, a remarkable development in urbanisation took place. In addition, 
modernism brought a higher level of specialisation. In the field of literature, despite 
assertions by those such as Ureñas, who saw the literatos of the time as makers of ‘literatura 
pura’, they were, according to Rama, compelled to exercise an ideologising function (Ángel 
Rama & Chasteen, 1996). Viñas claims that the turn of the century, which coincided with 
modernism, brought together a certain preoccupation with the construction of a national 
culture and a degree of polarisation amongst intellectuals, as makers of that culture. What that 
culture ought to be was debated: should it be intrinsically national or analogous to the 
European model? (Viñas, 1996). 
However substantial the consequences attributed to modernism, this era had adverse 
effects on the power structure of liberal positivism. Immigration, together with the advent of 
the working class movement, brought a new social actor: the middle class (Sebreli, 2011). 
The masses began to find a voice of their own, and the so-called barbarian awoke. 
Centralising, positivistic, liberal paradigms remained dominant, but were for the first time 
contested by the rise and articulation of those on the periphery. In an attempt to rescue and 
vindicate subaltern, unheard voices and various social movements, in conjunction with 
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literary movements, progressed. Thus Mestizaje, Indigenismo, and, in the aftermath of World 
War II, nationalism, would challenge the Eurocentric model. 
In keeping with the nature of their battle against the power of the old regime, 
middle-class writers adopted the demands of the lower strata as their own. 
Criollismo, nativism, regionalism, indigenismo, negrismo, not to mention 
urban vanguardism, experimentalist modernization, and futurism: all the 
literary trends of this period emphasized the representative principle, which 
was once more theorized as a necessary condition for originality and 
independence (A. Rama & Frye, 2012, p. 6). 
The new Nation endured many transformations in the twentieth century and they 
appear extremely diverse and hard to synthesise. However, a detailed outline of Argentinean 
history falls outside the scope of this thesis. It does, however, consider those historical events 
that are relevant and which might have influenced the evolution of the notion of otherness in 
order to define where Luisa Valenzuela stands, based on an intertextual communication with 
Sarmiento’s barbarian other and his civilised counterpart.  
 
 20th Century’s Transformations  1.2.2.3
a) 1900-1943: the impact of the immigrant 
At the turn of the century half of the Argentinean population was of immigrant origin. 
Therefore in the face of an increasingly heterogeneous society, the national elite grew more 
and more frightened (Nouzeilles et al., 2009). 
Furthermore, immigrant’s rights caused unrest in the oligarchy. In 1912 the Sáenz 
Peña Law was passed in Argentina, introducing universal, secret and mandatory male 
suffrage. This law put an end to the discriminatory form of liberalism known as ‘restrictive 
Republic’ (Svampa, 1994). The presidency of Yrigoyen brought in, through popular 
elections, the Radical Party and various social changes for the less privileged in society. He 
soon became a beacon for the middle classes and the immigrant population. In addition, 
cultural nationalism prompted the immigrant to displace the gentleman; artistic forms and 
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topics shifted accordingly. Therefore, the genteel tradition was superseded by the 
unprecedented professionalisation
4
 of the arts, starting with theatre production.  
(…) el urbanismo temático progresivo del sainete al grotesco refracta y 
sintetiza la aglomeración de los hijos de inmigrantes, mediante el circuito 
estancia-chacra-arrabal-centro en su verificación de la tierra prometida y 
bloqueada (Viñas, 1996, p. 104). 
Popular culture at the time was, according to Rama, the “vital, vulgar culture of the 
urban masses” (Ángel Rama & Chasteen, 1996, p. 103), far from the nostalgic inclinations of 
the urban intellectual towards the countryside and its local flavours. Urbanisation, along with 
the rising working class, was the core of popular culture. The focus was on current social 
changes, not on the irretrievable past. Therefore, claim Altamirano and Sarlo, the intellectual 
elite became increasingly sceptical of not only the political state of the nation, but also of 
progress itself: 
(…) la noción de progreso adquirió connotaciones negativas. 
‘Desgraciadamente, se lamentaba Rafael Obligado, la electricidad y el vapor, 
aunque cómodos y útiles llevan en sí un cosmopolitanismo irresistible, una 
potencia igualitaria de pueblos, razas y costumbres (…) [que] concluirá por 
abrir cauce a lo monótono y vulgar’ (Altamirano & Sarlo, 1997). 
The Argentina of the Año del Centenario (1910) exhibited its vices, and thus was 
affected by a perceived moral crisis, allegedly shaped by its racial constitution, its historical 
past and the “espiritu materialista y mercantil” (Ibídem, p. 141). With its morals and national 
identity under threat, continues Sarlo, Argentinean intellectuals resorted to national tradition. 
The epic poem Martín Fierro was turned into the “héroe épico y edificante” (Ibídem, p. 142). 
In the quest for asserting national identity, Argentinean literature was, therefore, funded on lo 
gauchesco. 
In the decade between 1920 and 1930, Martín Fierro, a magazine initiated in 
February 1924, “convirtió al campo intelectual argentino en escenario de una modalidad de 
ruptura estética típicamente moderna: la de la vanguardia” (Ibídem, p. 142). These diverging 
                                                 
4
 Beatriz Sarlo further develops the idea of professionalisation of the writer (from within the artistic production) not as a 
means of earning a living, but as a “proceso de identificación social del escritor” (Altamirano & Sarlo, 1997, p. 145), not just 
the writer-politician, but a socially committed writer, one that gradually differentiated themselves from the elites. 
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thoughts split the porteño literary field. The so-called Florida and Boedo schools both rose to 
question the spirit of the Vanguardia.  
The Boedo group, was named after its location in the lower class suburb of Boedo, 
more specifically, in Editorial Claridad, a publishing house where the group initially were 
drawn together. The suburb itself gathered the proletariat, left wing immigrants, the 
tangueros
5
 and the conventilleros
6
. Understandably, the Boedo group’s writers and artists 
revealed a clear political ideology underlying its aesthetics; left-wing, mostly socialist 
intellectuals seeking deep social transformations. Boedo, as it came to be known, was greatly 
influenced by French and Russian realism, particularly by F. Dostoyevsky, with whom they 
shared a great commitment to their immediate social context. This led them to find ways in 
which their literary projects could embody that engagement, which would eventually become 
revolutionary. They produced mainly fictional prose and essays, and their members included 
Roberto Mariani, Leónidas Barletta, Roberto Arlt, Elías Castelnuovo, Enrique Amorim, 
Lorenzo Stanchina and Álvaro Yunque. Viñas refers to the Boedo productions as having 
(la) mancha temática de Boedo: conventillos, borrosas y agresivas figuras de 
inmigrantes, escenografías barriales, obreros, el gangoseo de los ladrones, 
huelgas, trabajo humillante, encierro, penumbra (Viñas, 1996, p. 109) 
Conversely, the Florida group, named after a centrally located street associated with 
the Eurocentric aristocracy, supported modernist aesthetics and artepurismo (Viñas, 1996). 
Related to the Spanish Ultraist movement, they broke with fixed poetic schemes and 
advocated national motifs and language. Oliverio Girondo, Jorge Luis Borges, Norah Lange, 
Francisco Luis Bernárdez, Leopoldo Marechal, Nicolás Olivari and Conrado Nalé Roxlo 
belonged to this group. Although acknowledging their categories and polemic confrontations, 
Borges, from the Florida group, did not regard them as a proper literary movement. In 1928 
he wrote an article called “La inútil discusión de Boedo y Florida” published in the 
newspaper La Prensa. The article was peppered with critical comments on their antagonism, 
and as it is in the interests of the scope of this thesis, I will concentrate on one of them: 
                                                 
5
 Tangueros: name given to the tango dancers. 
6
 Conventillero/ Conventillo is the name given in Argentina to a tenement or shared house. In the early twentieth century, with 
the immigration numbers on the rise, they housed many families within their multiple rooms, in extremely precarious 
conditions. Those immigrants that dwelled in the conventillos were known as conventilleros.  
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Obsérvese, lateralmente, a la materia general de esta discusión, que al 
establecerse el caso dilemático de "civilización" o "barbarie", el criollismo era 
el encargado de la barbarie. Ahora, en esta mínima escaramuza actual de 
Boedo y Florida, el criollismo está con los de Florida, y la civilización, el 
entrevero inmigratorio, con los de Boedo (as cited in Cassone, 2008). 
The literary dispute was problematised by Borges but, by the time of the first military 
coup of the new century, on the 6th September 1930, Florida and Boedo had long found 
common ground, and both groups disbanded.  
After the coup, General José Félix Uriburu overthrew the Radical Party headed by 
Hipólito Yrigoyen. Successive military leaders followed, elected in fraudulent elections, and 
the Radical Party was proscribed. Later, this period would be called La Década Infame 
(1930-1943). The relatively successful democratic experience initiated by the Sáenz Peña 
Law began to disintegrate.  
A silent mass comprised of migrants from the countryside moved to Buenos Aires in 
search of stable work. They soon became the makers of a primitive but promising national 
industry. This incipient industry was backed by a nationalist ideology whose main devotees 
were the social elite and the military (Luna, 1993). Together with prevailing political 
corruption, the absence of a charismatic leader to head the Radical Party and the successful 
implementation of totalitarian governments throughout Europe, the path for a sweeping 
change was opened.  
 
b) 1946-1955/ 1973-1974: Peronism 
Juan Domingo Perón 
The advent of the figure of Juan Domingo Perón after the so-called National 
Revolution (a new military coup, one with neither leader nor a political plan) became 
increasingly popular due to his connection to the unions and the working class. He was 
elected president in 1946, and his government 
 (…) tuvo el encanto de las cosas nuevas (…) introduciendo una fraseología y 
unos lemas que llegaban fácilmente al corazón del pueblo, y en un contexto 
nacional e internacional que le permitía sostener una política social con 
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incidencia directa en la elevación del nivel de vida común de la gente (Luna, 
1993, p. 200). 
Perón reversed Sarmiento’s dichotomy; he turned what was previously considered to 
be the barbarian into ‘Pueblo’, ushering in “la era de la política social” (Svampa, 1994). The 
redistribution of wealth and the new figurative allocation of public space (the ethnically 
diverse, the working class, the period’s emblem of the cabecita negra occupy spaces which, 
until that time, were retained for the white elites) reformulated a whole social hierarchy. As a 
result, the middle and upper classes and intellectuals were significantly affected. Under a 
constructed discourse of social justice, or Justicialismo, not only did the previously 
discredited Argentina of ‘the masses’ gain recognition and representation in economic and 
political affairs, a more populist approach shaped the cultural arena: 
(…) the Peronist state’s negotiation of culture provided a model that later 
would be adopted -if not wholesale- by cultural practitioners and new 
generations of intellectuals attempting to forge alliances with the same 
audiences interpellated by Perón. If an intellectual field can be defined by the 
hegemonic problem that cuts across it as a whole (Sarlo, 1992), after the 
Peronato the problem became how to be popular and how to lead in the 
ongoing struggle for social justice, without being elitist (Tandeciarz, 2000, p. 
285). 
Despite his initial popularity, Perón’s political agenda was unsustainable. A 
nationalist, nominally an anti-imperialist, Perón fluctuated between contradictory factions 
that undermined his credibility. According to Sebreli, Peronismo, as a historical cutting-edge 
phenomenon, re-invented itself several times: 
nacionalismo católico de 1943-1944, el prePeronismo de 1944-1945, el 
Peronismo protosocialdemócrata del Partido Laborista de 1945, el Peronismo 
clásico de 1946 a 1949, el Peronismo protoliberal de 1950 a 1955, el 
Peronismo subversivo de la Resistencia de 1955 a 1958, el Peronismo del 
pacto con Frondizi, el neoPeronismo conservador de provincia y el Peronismo 
sin Perón vandorista de los sesenta, la Juventud Peronista de izquierda, el 
Perón conservador popular del 73 (Sebreli, 2011, p. 281).  
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In addition to a government that proved inconsistent, a crisis in political parties to 
conform a democratic option led the way to an unavoidable downfall. However, Peronism 
represented a breaking point due to its political singularity, which was, albeit not entirely 
accurate to their deepest pursuit, social awareness of the subaltern masses. Pro and anti-
Peronist intellectuals partook of that resurgence and validation of what for Sarmiento was the 
barbarie and for Perón the cabecitas negras or the descamisados or the Pueblo. The 
vernacular intellectuals, such as the writer Ezequiel Martínez Estrada, adamantly 
disapproved, fearing the vindication of the barbarian and an upsurge of Fascism in the 
country. He asserted that Perón’s Pueblo drew together resentment, ignorance and, 
potentially, the power to destroy: 
Perón se dirigió a un sector numeroso del pueblo, el de los resentidos, el de 
los irrespetuosos. Sector de individuos sin nobleza, con una opinión 
peyorativa de los grandes hombres y de los intelectuales en general y en 
bloque (…). A ese populacho, desdichadamente mayoritario y dueño de un 
poder destructor antes nunca ejercido ni exhibido (Martínez Estrada, 2005, p. 
45).  
 
Peronism and intellectuals 
Those in favour of Perón’s populist regime, that were questioning the liberal 
hegemony, challenged what seemed an uncontested arrangement of irreconcilable identities: 
Peronism and intellectuals. Under the banner of both popular and right-wing nationalism, 
these intellectuals remained marginalised from the intellectual arena, where liberals retained 
hegemony and literary regard. While figures like Arturo Jauretche and Raul Scalabrini Ortiz 
claimed that Argentinean culture needed a national foundation with a space for popular 
culture, the liberal circles, epitomised by Sur magazine, led by Victoria Ocampo, literary 
associations and publications, maintained an aestheticising and Eurocentric stance to culture 
(Fiorucci, 2002).  
The Argentinean philosopher Rodolfo Kusch, a Peronist himself, approached 
Argentinean cultural identity in an innovative way. His texts pose a critique of the rationalist 
and Eurocentric thought that had prevailed since the 19th century, thus undoing the 
positivistic doctrine initiated by Sarmiento and Alberdi (see 1.2.2.1). 
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Kusch establishes a correlation between the indigenous people and the popular 
masses, or Pueblo. Walter Mignolo clearly set out this approach in Kusch’s own words7. In 
the introduction to Kusch’s Indigenous and Popular Thinking in América, Mignolo quotes: 
The motive to which this second edition responds is evident. The year 1973 
marks an important stage in the country. Argentina has awoken to the 
possibility of its own authenticity. Among all the economic and social 
proposals of every sort that are easily adopted as a solution, arise a clear 
cultural proposal, sprouting from the deepest roots of the pueblo. My wish is 
that these pages be useful toward an understanding of that proposal, so that it 
will not be misunderstood one more time (Kusch, 2010, p. xxi). 
Kusch’s philosophy, which can be seen as an unacknowledged predecessor of 
subaltern thought in Latin America, greatly informs this research in providing a clear 
questioning of Sarmiento’s dichotomy. American authenticity and, within it, Argentinean 
authenticity represented one of Kusch’s chief preoccupations, along with the rousing of those 
deprived of agency and representation. Kusch represents the anthropological and 
philosophical face of the excluded voice; Peronism represents its political face, if only as a 
demagogic intention with a questionable altruism. Valenzuela articulates both. Her writing 
engages with the voiceless and the excluded, empowering these victims of hegemonic power 
through her committed writing. 
Additionally, Mignolo claims that Kusch’s project focuses on understanding America 
as a locus of enunciation, an attempt to gaze at one’s own condition with one’s own vision 
(Mignolo, 2000). However, within the Peronist project, this popular thinking (opposed to the 
thinking of the elite) that Kusch envisions as a long waited achievement of Perón did not 
materialise. The “cultural proposal, sprouting from the deepest roots of the pueblo” (Kusch, 
2010, p. xxi) did not shape Perón’s politics. He was, claims Mignolo, a populist seeking 
popular support, far removed from Kusch’s popular thinking (as cited in Kusch, 2010). 
Kusch, however, delves into the deepest roots of the pueblo. By delving into Quechua 
culture, Kusch introduces in his work América profunda the dualism hedor (stench) and 
pulcritud (cleanliness). He defines the former as a prejudice held by an elitist middle class 
towards all things American (Kusch, 2000, p. 21). Hedor is also “todo aquello que se da más 
                                                 
7
 The quote appears in the prologue of the second edition of Pensamiento Indígena y Pensamiento Popular en América (1973) 
published in Argentina. 
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allá de nuestra populosa y cómoda ciudad natal, (…) la segunda clase de algún tren y las 
villas miserias” (Ibídem, p. 25). In Kushean terms, Perón appears to be the “revelación 
hedienta de nuestra América, una experiencia maldita” (Fiel, 2012). On the other hand, he 
describes cleanliness as that aspect of America that emerged from “políticas puras y teóricas, 
economías impecables, una educación abundosa y variada, ciudades espaciosas y blancas” 
(Kusch, 2012, pp. 12-13).  
Furthermore, states Mignolo, although Perón indeed took as his government’s insignia 
the hedor del pueblo portrayed by the cabecitas negras, he progressively detached himself 
from popular thought and Argentineans’ “own authenticity” (Kusch, 2010, p. xi). After being 
once re-elected, later forced into exile for eighteen years and then again elected president, 
Perón died in 1974. However, his successive platforms moved towards a right-wing position, 
“alienating those who hoped his return would bring a new, populist-driven era in Argentina” 
(Derfler, 2012, p. 153). The radical left fervently opposed the new course of action and 
violence escalated. Perón’s response changed from ambivalence 
(…) to one of open hostility. He challenged leftists in his own party on 
national television, and asserted he would crush them by any means. ‘If we do 
not have the law, we will do it outside the law, and we will do it violently, 
because you cannot oppose violence with anything but violence’ (Ibídem, p. 
154). 
With the political scene revolving around him for thirty years, Perón’s death marked 
the beginning of the end. Violence was unleashed, but the worst was still to come.  
 
c) 1976-1983: The Dirty War 
Dictatorships breed oppression, dictatorships breed servility, dictatorships 
breed cruelty; more loathsome still is the fact that they breed idiocy. (…) mere 
discipline usurping the place of clear thinking (...). Fighting these sad 
monotonies is one of the duties of a writer  
Jorge Luis Borges (as cited in Woodall, 1996, p. 295) 
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Following the return and death of Perón that unleashed left-wing terrorism, the 
crackdown by the State was even more violent, menacing and sinister. On the 24
th
 of March 
1976, a Junta, headed by Jorge Rafael Videla, Emilio Eduardo Massera and Orlando Ramón 
Agosti took over, filling the power vacuum left in the aftermath of the Peronist debacle. On 
the 8 December 1978, Videla stated “Un terrorista no es sólo alguien con un revólver o una 
bomba, sino también aquel que propaga ideas contrarias a la civilización occidental y 
cristiana”8, thus validating all measures of state terrorism already in place. In what came to be 
called the Dirty War (La Guerra Sucia) and in the name of national security, ostensibly to 
preserve “la civilización occidental y Cristiana”, every ethical principle was disregarded and 
every human right was systematically abused; and yet, the civilising principle was incessantly 
evoked by the military. State terrorism operated unscrupulously, torture and the 
disappearance of thousands of people instilled fear, and with fear inevitably came silence. 
The military discourse justified the repression as a means to subdue guerrilla groups. 
However, their repressive activities fell well outside those groups’ jurisdiction; politicians, 
intellectuals, union leaders and left-wing Christians were also the victims of ideological 
persecution, intimidation, censorship and death (Luna, 1993). 
Many intellectuals were targeted, some of whom remained silent, some – amongst 
them Luisa Valenzuela – fled the country, others, like Haroldo Conti, Francisco Urondo and 
Rodolfo Walsh, were killed by the Regime and some “iniciaron el esforzado camino de la 
Resistencia interna”. (Altamirano & Myers, 2008, pp. 415). Clandestine publications kept 
alive an intellectual debate around which the populist dogmatism of the left, the various 
socialist movements, democratic alternatives and the validation of human rights converged 
secretly (Ibídem, pp. 415-416). Furthermore, as Sarlo claims “En la literatura podían 
escucharse voces, distintas de las del enfrentamiento irreconciliable cuyo objetivo esencial 
reside en la anulación del otro” (Sarlo & Saítta, 2007, p. 332).  
The vast majority of the population, however, remained silent, subjected to the 
regime’s authoritarian univocal discourse. Military rhetoric at the time defined the whole of 
society as chaos, considered that it should be disciplined, and that it should be the 
responsibility of the State to carry out this disciplining. Guillermo O’Donnell would call 
“cultura del miedo” the “clausura en la circulación de discursos y en la producción de 
                                                 
8
 Originally quoted as "A terrorist is not just someone with a gun or bomb but also someone who spreads ideas that are 
contrary to Western and Christian Civilization". The Times, London, 4
th
 January 1978 
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contactos entre los diferentes lugares de la sociedad” (Ibídem, p. 347). Literature attempted to 
contest a discourse whose aim was to homogenise all other voices, but it was not forceful 
enough and, therefore, it remained supressed. 
Sebreli claims that although coups d’états and dictatorships in Argentina respond to 
different social, political, economic and cultural circumstances, they all share the support of 
the public: 
Un rasgo común a todos los golpes de Estado y las dictaduras militares fue el 
apoyo de la sociedad civil, no solamente de las clases dominantes, sino 
también de amplios sectores de clase media y en muchos casos de clase obrera 
o, por lo menos, de sus dirigentes sindicales. Todas las dictaduras fueron 
legalizadas por el Poder Judicial, contaron con la bendición de le Iglesia, la 
ayuda económica de las agrupaciones empresarias y el elogio del periodismo 
(Sebreli, 2011, p. 285). 
Although seemingly controversial, Sebreli explains that public opinion has an 
oscilating character, and, listing several deposed democratic presidents (Yrigoyen, Perón, 
Frondizi, etc.), he goes on to demonstrate the way in which while previously disdained when 
in power, they gained popularity after being overthrown by the military. Notwithstanding, far 
from justifying the coup, Sebreli provides a ground for understanding what made it possible 
(Ibídem, p. 286). Thus, and due to the governability crisis that arose under Isabel Perón’s rule 
(1974-1976), the society confided on military power to restore order, therefore compling to 
the 1976 coup. This initial support is later sustained by the dissemination of terror, as Pilar 
Calveiro claims, which highly relied on some ominous information seeping through from the 
state apparatus to the social body. The actions of state terrorism: kidnappings, disappearences 
and torture was perversely undefined and unidentified; however a certain level of knowledge, 
a half-known secret, un “secreto a voces” was not only desirable but rather promoted to 
coerce the whole population into silence (Calveiro, 1998). 
The literature produced by Valenzuela in the seventies and well into the eighties deals 
with both the terror turned into silence and the silence turned, inexorably, into passive 
complicity. It also engages with the coercion that eliminates dissent, the dissent that is 
capable of evading and mocking coercion, and the language and power inherent to the one 
that owns the discourse. According to Dina Grijalva Monteverde, Luisa Valenzuela’s Cola de 
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lagartija, written between 1980 and 1981, portrays the way in which literary strategies can 
unmask the unsayable: 
(…) no deja de impresionar el hecho de que Luisa Valenzuela escribió Cola 
de lagartija en 1980 y 1981, cuando el horror de la dictadura militar estaba 
presente, ella asumió la tarea de escribir sobre aquello que es tan siniestro que 
parece imposible de nombrarse, de decirse; ello habla de la valentía y de la 
ética de nuestra autora. Una ética y una estética que le permitieron decir con el 
lenguaje de la literatura (…) aquello tan oscuro e infausto que solo la 
literatura puede captar, develar. En la novela se engarzan el mito, la historia, 
la leyenda, a todo hay que recurrir para tratar de escribir la historia de 
demencia, de sangre, de enorme desmesura, que se vivió en la Argentina (…) 
durante el inicio del periodo en el cual se cerraron los causes del pensamiento 
y la racionalidad y se abrieron los del terror (Grijalva Monteverde, 2011, pp. 
183-184). 
Indeed, Valenzuela’s resistance lies within her writing. Although resisting might seem 
ironic and useless, as stated in Cola de lagartija, her literary quest did not surrender: 
Ponerse a escribir cuando por ahí, quizás al lado, a un paso nomas, están 
torturando, matando, y una apenas escribiendo como única posibilidad de 
contraataque, qué ironía, qué inutilidad. Qué dolor sobre todo. Si al detener mi 
mano pudiera detener otras manos (Valenzuela, 1983, p. 244). 
So far, this chapter has discussed the way in which Sarmiento’s dichotomy of 
civilisation/barbarism, which initially guided intellectuals and their narratives towards his 
own nation-building project, continues to affect 20
th
 century fiction. The immigration 
policies, the rise and fall of the Peronist project and the Proceso Militar, fashioned a corpus 
of texts that has inescapably shaped social memory. Valenzuela’s narrative belongs to such 
an inheritance. The last section will delve into her own engagement with her social context, 
where the marginalised “other” models her writing, thus positioning Valenzuela’s approach 
to Sarmiento’s conflict.  
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An in-depth analysis of the subsequent periods of neo liberalism and its catastrophic 
aftermath will be provided in Chapter 4. The immediate socio-political background of the 
novel El Mañana will therefore be examined according to its applicability. 
 
 Valenzuela’s revolution as her literary quest 1.2.3
Valenzuela’s narrative work began within a volatile period of revolutions and social 
unrest in Argentina, that of the sixties, thus her texts appear fashioned by a clear 
preoccupation with otherness and marginality.  
The social transformations that took place during the sixties in Argentina did not 
differ much from other regions of the world. It was a time of deep change in all cultural, 
political and social realms. The Cuban Revolution, the teachings of the charismatic guerrilla 
leader Che Guevara, the rise of the left-wing promised utopias, in addition to a deepening 
social awareness of capitalism-driven injustice, prompted an eclectic group of dissidents to 
draw together; intellectuals, university students, priests, and political activists adopted a new 
radical stance towards the prevailing Argentinean situation (Nouzeilles et al., 2009). The 
artistic trends and aesthetics of the time were thus transformed. As much as the triumph of 
the Cuban revolution triggered what came to be known as Boom fiction, what came after, the 
so-called Post-Boom, was prompted by the military dictatorships (Shaw, 1998). Valenzuela 
participated of this socially committed trend. 
Although her literary production started during the 60s, in the midst of the Boom, 
Valenzuela is considered a Post-Boom writer. Her earliest novel, Hay que sonreír (1966), 
brings marginality to the forefront, with a prostitute as protagonist, and, from then on, other 
excluded subjects appear throughout her narrative. Valenzuela devises and explores the 
darker sides of reality, contesting them with commitment and illuminating them with her 
literary vision. Therefore, she enters the Argentinean canon with a highly transgressive 
mindset; that of including the excluded in an intellectual activist fashion.  
Although Hay que sonreír was her first published novel, she wrote another one 
around the year of the infamous death of Che in Bolivia in 1967. The novel, titled Cuidado 
con el tigre, was only published in 2011 and the author herself claims it to be a historical 
novel: 
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El paso de los años la ha convertido, de alguna forma, en una novela 
“histórica” de la pequeña historia, modalidades del decir y del vestir de los 
años 60, contextos interpersonales, sitios, detalles nimios que cobran color a 
la distancia (Valenzuela, 2011, p. 207). 
 Regarding its theme, Valenzuela initiates in Cuidado con el tigre, her preoccupation 
with power. In the climate of political upheaval of the 60s, she set her characters on the path 
to revolution:  
-Emanuela se fue a un congreso de dirigentes, y nosotros acá no debemos 
quedarnos dormidos. No solo pueden ser héroes los que se van tierra adentro a 
intentar la guerrilla. Piensen en lo que una vez dijo el Che; “Perpetuar en la 
vida la actitud heroica es una de nuestras tareas fundamentales desde el punto 
de vista ideológico”. 
Los otros asintieron con la cabeza, reflexivos (Valenzuela, 2011, p. 82). 
Thus, it is from the early stages of her literary quest that her texts take a contestatory 
stance. Furthermore, her first literary appearance coincides with many other personal and 
socio-political ruptures. Valenzuela wrote Hay que sonreír not only in the years of the Cuban 
Revolution, but also at the time when the second wave of feminism emerged as a response to 
the discrimination of women. In this context, she explored relations of power and gender 
roles in a non-belligerent way, taking her first stand against gender oppression. Written in 
France in earlier years, the novel situates itself in the period leading up to the momentum 
gained by the feminist movements from the mid-sixties. Valenzuela’s first attempt to unveil 
and understand the mechanisms of repression reveals her stance and attitude toward 
hegemonic order and accessibility to language (Díaz, Medeiros-Lichem, & Pfeiffer, 2010; 
Craig, 2005). 
According to Lynda Craig, the novel initiates a topic that the author will develop 
broadly throughout her narrative:  
The very idea of using as central protagonist a prostitute, a category of 
womankind which has ever been rendered marginal to society in every way 
and which has generally been without a voice, already points to the mapping 
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over of the concepts of marginality and gender. (…) Valenzuela is involved in 
the business of bringing to the centre those who would traditionally be 
marginal (Craig, 2005, p. 173). 
Furthermore, as Shaw expresses in reference to Valenzuela’s position in the literary 
tradition: “At the deepest level of Valenzuela’s work there is an aspiration toward a positive 
‘order’ toward an explicable world in which ideals of love, justice, beauty, reason and human 
solidarity exist and are meaningful” (Shaw, 1998, p. 118). However, maintains Shaw, her 
characters fail in their quest to access such rich and enhancing life, and the writer herself is 
reluctant to believe of that even being feasible: 
Yet the aspiration remains, and with it the sporadic assertion that values 
survive that are worth struggling for and that contact with some kinds of 
writing can make us more self-aware. It is this that situates her in the Post 
Boom (Ibídem, p. 118). 
Valenzuela’s aspiration prompts her prevailing social commitment, which will remain 
a constant feature in her writing. Conjoining the historical conflict that could be traced back 
to Sarmiento’s civilisation and barbarism with a more present day local socio-political 
context, her literary quest features an underscoring of such conflict, from a socially aware and 
politically committed stance. If scanning through the evolution of literary trends in Argentina, 
as stated by Philip Swanson (Swanson, 2008), Valenzuela’s narrative inherits the failed quest 
for the ideal, the scepticism and lost faith of modernism; from Boedo’s vanguardia it takes its 
connection with the popular, a connection that is carried on through the Boom period; 
furthermore, and as claimed by Shaw in regards to Hay que sonreír, our main novel, El 
Mañana also “harks back to Arlt’s use of sordid settings” (Shaw, 1998, p. 95) as those of the 
bajos fondos (underworld) of urban Buenos Aires, as well as the theme of solitude. However, 
her imprint in El Mañana rises in the over imposition of trends and ruptures, and the 
compendium of her social concerns. A novel that has at the same time a discernible 
ambiguity and an opaque referentiality, conjoins skepticism with political engagement, is 
current and historical, exiled and local, and, mostly, is, in the words of Emily Hicks, that of a 
border writer (Hicks, 1991). 
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While this chapter has reviewed the key aspects that indicate Valenzuela’s literary 
position within Argentinean letters, the following chapter will review theories used to delve 
further in Valenzuela’s work. 
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2 Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 Introduction  2.1
The following chapter is divided into two sections. While the first one provides the 
theoretical framework of the study, the second one presents a literature review of the main 
critical works on Luisa Valenzuela, both are needed to situate the critical analysis of El 
Mañana within its field. In order to consider Valenzuela’s text from the subaltern studies’ 
perspective, an understanding of the nature of the subaltern subject and its socio-historical 
context in Latin America and, more specifically, Argentina, is also required. 
 
  Theoretical framework (section 1):  2.1.1
The theoretical discussions around subalternity are not new, however recent the field 
of study might seem to be. Theories and criticism addressing the subaltern subject came to 
light towards the second half of the twentieth century. The search for a voice, the right to 
speak up, the quest for political agency, the awareness of, and resistance to, gender inequality, 
to name just a few, are issues that have been developing in Latin America since colonial 
times. The violence of colonisation imposed a new social order in the New World, and from 
then on there was, as Walter Mignolo remarks, “the racially marked body in a geo-historical 
marked space that feels the urge or gets the call to speak, to articulate, in whatever semiotic 
system, the urge that makes of living organisms ‘human’ beings” (Walter Mignolo, 2009, p. 
3). That body is the subaltern subject, the core of this present project, and the way in which it 
is constructed, interpreted, portrayed, vindicated and contested through Valenzuela’s 
narrative are all analysed in the light of the theoretical framework outlined in this following 
chapter. 
The chapter will initially identify the chief concepts upon which this thesis will 
construct its analysis: power, discourse, hegemony, subaltern, agency/ voice, representation, 
colonial wound and coloniality of power. Then, a brief overview of post-colonial theory will 
be given, in reference to its origin and dissemination, and its place within Latin American 
Studies. In addition, the concept of coloniality, a term that includes, although transcends, the 
term “colonialism” will be looked into. Encompassing imperial expansion and domination, 
the term “coloniality” incorporates the perpetuation of its effects up to the current day 
(Moraña, Dussel, & Jáuregui, 2008, p. 2). In embarking on a critique, not only of modernity 
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but also of what has been called Occidentalism, both irremediably entwined with the rise of 
the subaltern subject, an understanding of the colonial rationality would appear to be 
essential. As a precursor of subalternity, colonialism has fashioned Argentinean history, the 
way in which it is read and embedded in cultural and literary traditions. We posit that 
Valenzuela does not escape such tradition, albeit she is aware of it and takes a dissenter 
viewpoint. 
Secondly, the chapter will discuss the place of the subaltern in Latin America. In order 
to do so, it will establish who the Latin American subaltern has been since colonial times. Our 
analysis then proceeds to examine the way in which historical issues have fostered 
subalternity throughout the centuries and can still be found in the twenty-first century. 
Seminal critics such as Walter Mignolo and Enrique Dussel, amongst other members of the 
now dissolved Latin American Subaltern Group, will shed light on these issues. However, 
this project also benefits from the work of earlier Latin American scholars such as Enrique 
Rodó and Roberto Fernández Retamar, and nineteenth century polymaths like statesman 
Simón Bolívar, who opened up a pathway to the legitimisation of a genuine Latin American 
voice. 
Thirdly, this first section will concentrate on present day Argentina. It will explore 
where subalternity is concealed, where it is normalised and where it is not even accounted for. 
In order to address that, the chapter will trace subalternity within different but overlapping 
fields, such as social class discrimination, gender and the binomial language and power. As 
previously stated (see Chapter 1), Domingo Faustino Sarmientos’s dichotomy of 
civilisation/barbarism was coined during the nineteenth century as a nation building paradigm 
that legitimised a new order; Sarmiento’s very own national project. It will examine the 
dichotomy as a driving force to social subalternity and the way in which its positivistic 
appreciation of the original America did nothing but engender exclusion. Sarmiento 
repudiated the barbarism of the pueblos originales, only praising those abiding by the laws of 
progress and civilisation: 
(…) la idea de que vamos en América por mal camino, y de que hay causas 
profundas, tradicionales, que es preciso romper, si no queremos dejarnos 
arrastrar a la descomposición, a la nada, y me atrevo a decir a la barbarie, 
fango inevitable en que se sumen los restos de pueblos y razas que no pueden 
vivir, como aquellas primitivas cuanto informes creaciones que se han 
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sucedido sobre la tierra, cuando la atmósfera se ha cambiado (Sarmiento, 
1886, p. 11). 
It is in the specific context of Argentina, in the second half of the nineteenth century, 
when Argentinean philosopher Rodolfo Kusch attempted to retrieve those American 
genealogies residing in the fango inevitable Sarmientino. The Argentinean statesman’s 
rhetoric of civilisation and barbarism was challenged by Kusch, who inversely read 
Sarmiento’s dichotomy, recovering the unheard voices of Sarmiento’s barbarian. In Kusch’s 
own words, his projects peel off the realidad dicha (the reality that has been uttered) to find 
the realidad nacional (the national reality). In other words he is seeking for what Argentina 
really is rather than what it was envisioned it would become: 
La moral burguesa, la política y la profesión literaria fueron motivo de 
peculiar insistencia y convirtieron nuestra realidad nacional en una realidad 
dicha, pero no sentida ni vivida, en una realidad teórica, sin realidad, 
precisamente porque se ponía la meta de nuestra acción en lo que nuestro país 
debía ser, pero no era (Kusch, 1998, vol IV, p. 207). 
Furthermore, his notions of hedor (stench) and pulcritud (pulchritude) (see Chapter 1: 
1.2.1), an opposition that expresses the tension occurring respectively between the popular 
masses and the middle-classes and elite intellectuals, can be said to anticipate the idea of 
subalternity, and allows this research to position itself in an authentic, situated, Latin 
American knowledge. Maristela Svampa’s in-depth analysis of the same dichotomy, El 
Dilema Argentino: Civilización y Barbarie (2006), centres on Sarmiento’s antinomy and its 
reformulated versions throughout Argentinean history and provides a valuable approach for 
this study. According to Svampa the founding metaphor of civilisation and barbarism 
reappears in differet guises over the years, depending on divergent social circumstances. 
Svampa states, “la imagen Sarmientina conserva una poderosa eficacia simbólica, no sólo 
como mecanismo de invectiva político, sino también como representación de lo social, 
asociada a la figura de las nuevas clases peligrosas” (Svampa, 1994, p. 403).  
Lastly, the first section of the chapter will explore one case of subaltern resistance: the 
search for justice by Las Madres de Plaza de Mayo. Their Marches of Silence were a non-
violent form of resistance that first shook the domestic political scene and subsequently 
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attracted international attention. The phenomenon, that came to be known as Las Madres and, 
pejoratively by the regime, Las Locas, attained serious achievements in the reclamation of 
sons and daughters of the disappeared. In a somehow analogous situation, we posit that Luisa 
Valenzuela’s cartoneros9, by parading their exclusion, showcase a subaltern response to a 
neo-liberal crisis and the unfortunate social transformations that ensued. A fierce class 
struggle suddenly hit city dwellers in the face, and could no longer be ignored; neither did, in 
Argentina’s history, the pleas and persistence of the Madres’ marches. Indeed, Valenzuela’s 
short story “La llave” pays tribute to Las Madres. The story, a rewriting of the fairy tale 
“Bluebeard” by Charles Perrault, reflects on the link of domestic and state violence 
(Kaminsky, 2009), along with the rise of genuine female voices as a response to internalised 
colonising male discourse (Martinez, 2001), as will briefly be explored. 
 Ultimately, the silent visibility of all of the marches, then and now, attracted a 
response and made a society aware of the prevailing injustices of politics and institutions. 
 
 Critical work on Luisa Valenzuela (section 2):  2.1.2
This section addresses the way in which literary criticism of Valenzuela has 
previously analysed the topics proposed in this thesis: power, language and gender.  
Over the last 30 years critics have explored Valenzuela’s oeuvre from many 
perspectives (feminism, post structuralism, psychoanalysis, political engagement, the erotic), 
this review of the critical literature will focus on three strands of criticism that orbit around 
Valenzuela’s central axis of concern: power. Those three areas examine the way in which 
Valenzuela have referred to the relation between power and its abuse, and the ensuing impact 
on language and gender roles. The section will trace the development of criticism around 
short stories and novels, some of which have gathered much attraction, such as Cola de 
lagatija (1983) and Cambio de armas (1983), to provide a foundation for the examination of 
                                                 
9
 The so-called Cartoneros are those men and women who live of the informal collection, sorting and 
commercialisation of cardboard (cartón in Spanish). They walk the streets of Buenos Aires at night scavenging 
for recyclable material. Over a decade after the 2001/2002 devastating crisis, the presence of the Cartoneros has 
become a clear social indicator of indigence. Their intervention on the urban space constitutes a social 
phenomenon; they embody the aftermath of neoliberal fundamentalism in Argentina. 
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El Mañana, as the intended outcome of this chapter is to situate the thesis theoretically before 
it engages in the analysis of the novel itself. 
 
 Section 1: Theoretical framework  2.2
 Central concepts of Post-colonial criticism and Subaltern Studies 2.2.1
  The scope of Subaltern Studies 2.2.1.1
Post-colonial criticism and, within it subaltern theory, constitute a wide field of study. 
They cover broadly differing but related topics, such as language, gender, power, and social 
class. Eduardo Mendieta argues that post-colonial theory and subaltern studies are two faces 
of the same coin. He states that while the former theorises on the praxis of history from the 
social agents’ and institutions’ point of view, the latter examines the way in which agency is 
seen from the perspective of the lived experience, “the psychic life of power” (J.Butler cited 
in Moraña et al., 2008, p. 300). Furthermore, Mendieta brings a yet more illustrative example, 
positing that post-colonial theory focuses on thinking “from the larger canvas of history, not 
assuming the givenness of this canvas” but challenges “(the) existence and nature of that 
canvas as the very condition of the possibility of painting something like the scene of history” 
(Ibídem, p. 300). In addition, it does not only enquire into the way in which history occurs 
“but why history is required in order to think the very possibility of agency”. On the other 
hand, subaltern studies ponder “the space of subjectivity”. Thus, subaltern studies should be 
thought of as a multidisciplinary investigation of “subjects and revolted agency” (Ibídem, p. 
300), an analysis in which the subaltern does not always surrender to the dominant force but 
also represents an “insurrected and resisting other” (Ibídem, p. 300) capable of developing 
new modes of social action. 
In the section that follows some of the key concepts in the analysis will be explained, 
providing a brief explanation on the way they will be applied. 
 
 Agency 2.2.1.2
As stated in Post-Colonial Studies, agency “refers to the ability to act or perform an 
action” (Ashcroft et al., 2013, p. 6). The book discusses the means by which contemporary 
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theory addresses agency, and poses the challenge of whether that action could be said to 
occur “freely and autonomously” (Ibídem, p.6) or whether those performances are 
conditioned by a prior process of identity building. The importance of this pivotal concept in 
post-colonial theory rests on the ability of the post-colonial agent to “initiate action in 
engaging or resisting imperial power” (6). This last meaning is the one considered to be most 
relevant for this study, although power is not imperial as such; it is, though, intrinsically 
hegemonic, as will be discussed in the following paragraphs.  
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak argues that Karl Marx’s examination of class in his 1851 
essay Eighteenth Brumaire suggests a dual conception of class formation: it is about the way 
in which people (small French peasant proprietors) belong to a class or not, depending on 
their ‘class consciousness’. Marx, continues Spivak, concludes that they are a class “as a 
constative, but not as a performative” (G. C. Spivak, 2005, p. 476) thus writing his famous 
passage: “They cannot represent themselves; they must be represented” (Ibídem, p. 476). 
Based on this statement, Spivak traces the difference between agency and subalternity, 
defining agency as “institutionally validated action, assuming collectivity, distinguished from 
the formation of the subject, which exceeds the outlines of individual intention” (Ibídem, p. 
476). A relevant example of subaltern intellectual agency is, according to Gareth Williams, 
testimonio, also known as “testimonial narrative”10 Testimonio challenges “universal 
representation by upholding the marginal histories and multiple and heterogeneous identities 
repressed by historically constituted dominant epistemologies and institutional 
configurations” (Williams, 2002, p. 77). Furthermore, according to latinamericanist John 
Beverley, the intentionality of the one narrating the testimonio is paramount, where some 
sense of urgency to reveal must be drawn in, be that “repression, poverty, subalternity, 
imprisonment, struggle for survival” (Beverley, 1989, p. 14). Additionally, such urgency to 
communicate must trascend that of the narrator, it must be a representative form of a 
“problematic collective social situation” (Ibídem, p. 15), class o group. “where the adequacy 
of existing literary forms and styles-even of the dominant language itself-for the 
representation of the subaltern has entered into crisis” (Beverley, 1991, p. 6). Testimonio, as a 
subaltern mode of expression, was disseminated during the 80s as a discourse of resistance 
throughout Latin America. In the years prior to the development of neoliberal models, it 
became a promising current of the emergent subaltern voice. 
                                                 
10
 Testimonial narrative is the most appropriate translation for testimonio, according to John Beverley’s statement in his 
preface to Testimonio: On the Politics of Truth (Minneapolis/London: University of Minnesota, 2004). 
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 Power 2.2.1.3
Michael Foucault made the notion of power a pivotal one within his work. 
Fundamentally, what held him in the forefront of academic debate was his statement on 
power as a relationship people can engage in, more than as a possession; something that is 
exercised rather than intrinsically held. It is not violence on the physical body but on the body 
social, which is coerced into doing something against its will. Power underlies all human 
relationships, and permeates society. However, states Foucault, if all power can do is repress 
or reject, it would be impossible to achieve any active obedience through it. Moreover, power 
actually needs the consent, indeed it requires the conviction of, the subject that the 
constructed truth he deeply believes in, is nothing but the real: 
What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that 
it doesn’t only weigh on us as a force that says no, but it traverses and 
produces things, it induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse. It 
needs to be considered as a productive network which runs throughout the 
whole social body (Foucault & Gordon, 1980, p. 119). 
El Mañana, as well as most of Valenzuela’s narrative works, reveals the prevailing 
systems of power undermining their force. Discourse as an agent of power, that is language as 
the way in which power is transmitted and normalised, is the focal point of the novel, 
alongside silence. It is in this light that the notion of discourse will be discussed in the 
following section. Valenzuela herself considers the concerns in her writings as the pursuit to 
achieving an understanding of power and its modus operandi: 
My literary quest is precisely to try to figure out how one can escape the cycle 
of power and domination. I think the only way to escape it is through a true 
reading of the situation, through understanding how one is dominated and how 
one may feel compelled to dominate. Through understanding, it is more likely 
that we can have a dialogue with each other as equals rather that in terms of 
the powerful and the powerless (as cited in Díaz, 2007, p. 105). 
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Such “true reading of the situation” represents, in the case of Valenzuela, a major 
challenge, as the power structure is very much embedded in the social body. In establishing 
itself as a “productive network” (Foucault & Gordon, 1980, p. 119), it seems hard to reach 
beyond whatever is made visible to the subaltern. Furthermore, it is George Orwell who, in 
his dystopian novel 1984 (1949), underscores the importance of awareness of oppression, 
stating that while being kept oblivious of it, the masses are easily subdued: 
The masses never revolt of their own accord, and they never revolt merely 
because they are oppressed. Indeed, so long as they are not permitted to have 
standards of comparison, they never even become aware that they are 
oppressed (Orwell, 1977, p. 171)  
Therefore this study examines the effects of the power that is concealed within and is 
normalised by society, and which underpins language and discourses of history and tradition. 
 
 Discourse/ Language 2.2.1.4
Discourse becomes oppressive when it requires that the speaking subject, in 
order to speak, participates in the very terms of that oppression (Butler, 1990, 
p. 116). 
The quote that opens this section, by Judith Butler, portrays the direct link between 
power and discourse in terms of its potential to subdue. In its review of the many practices of 
subalternation, this thesis underscores this repressive use of discourse and of the language. 
Along similar lines, Michael Foucault provides a comprehensive study of the ways in 
which power is implemented “to produce and control (to ‘subject’) individual subjects 
through systems of knowledge” (as cited in Ashcroft et al., 2013, p. 205); the criminal, the 
pervert and the lunatic, he states, are nothing but discourse constructions in the respective 
fields of criminality, sexuality and psychiatry. It is through such rhetoric that subjectivity is 
built and throughout history “various discourses compete for control of subjectivity, (…) 
these discourses are always a function of the power of those who control the discourse to 
determine knowledge and truth” (205). Ashcroft concludes by stating that however diverse 
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exposure to many differing discourses may be, the subject’s subjectivity will only be 
constructed by the rhetoric of the prevailing power.  
Furthermore, social cohesion, beyond the one obtained through consent and/or 
coercion, is achieved by means of “practices, techniques, and methods which infiltrate minds 
and bodies, cultural practices which cultivate behaviours and beliefs, tastes, desires and 
needs” as naturalised qualities contained in what it is recognised by reality or truth by the 
subject (Smart, 1994, p. 210). Thus, the discourse of truth is the one that infiltrates minds and 
bodies by means of a language that is not innocent, but, rather, politically charged, and the 
social body falls into submission. 
Giorgio Agamben, in a similar way, asserts that truth is not something to be 
appropriated but is an appearance to be discerned and comprehended: 
Everything for human beings is divided between proper and improper, true 
and false, possible and real: this is because they are or have to be only a face. 
Every appearance that manifests human beings thus becomes for them 
improper and factitious, and makes them confront the task of turning truth into 
their own proper truth. But truth itself is not something of which we can take 
possession, nor does it have any object other than appearance and the 
improper: it is simply their comprehension, their exposition (G. Agamben, 
2000, p. 96). 
Moreover, and prior to Agamben’s critical approach, George Orwell had examined 
truth as an abstraction fabricated by the political discourse, once again biased through 
appropriation:  
Political language — and with variations this is true of all political parties, 
from Conservatives to Anarchists — is designed to make lies sound truthful 
and murder respectable, and to give an appearance of solidity to pure wind 
(Orwell, 1950, p. 101). 
The novel El Mañana examines a broadly embedded discourse of power that 
Argentina’s Dirty War’s practices disseminated and perpetuated, and which is threating to 
return. The regime came to construct and gain ownership of a paramount truth that infiltrated 
all public and private spaces. In A Lexicon of Terror (2011), Marguerite Feitlowitz refers to 
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Admiral Emilio Massera, one of the three leading members of the Junta, behind the 1976 
Military Coup, as a “master of majestic rhythm, learned tone, and utterly confounding-but 
captivating- message” (Feitlowitz, 2011, p. 21). She proceeds to analyse Massera’s speeches 
where control through discourse and language is utterly evident, but in a contradictory way:  
Massera is tormented by the state of the language (…), and warns his audience 
to beware of words. They are ‘unfaithful’, will betray the unsuspecting, 
destroy the innocent. ‘The only safe words are our words’. The warning is 
surreal, for it captures exactly what Massera himself is doing: spinning an 
intricate verbal web to ensnare his audience and ‘perturb [their] powers of 
reason’” (Ibídem, p. 22).  
In Valenzuela’s novel, Elisa’s captor echoes such an indictment. The following quote 
from El Mañana portrays how successful the regime was in indoctrinating the people into 
believing that the only discourse considered safe was that of the military. The captor 
acknowledges the potentially manipulative power of words: 
No me hablés, me ordenó en cierta oportunidad hace ya muchas lunas, no me 
hablés, ustedes son arteras para envolverlo a uno con palabras, pero yo tengo 
una misión que cumplir y la cumplo (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 59). 
Likewise, Feitlowitz claims that in an extremely verbal way, the regime delivered a 
plethora of speeches which society as a whole could not avoid; the message from the Junta 
saturated the media, radio and television. Their discourse had many purposes: to disguise the 
regime’s activities, to contradict its own meaning, to inspire trust, to gain complicity through 
the imparting of guilt and “to sow paralysing terror and confusion” (Ibídem, p. 22). In this last 
purpose, they were greatly successful; they got under the skin of the country, as conveyed in 
El Mañana. Valenzuela portrays the way in which the society as a whole was submerged in 
such a state of confusion that, half-convinced, half-terrified, it opted for silence and passivity, 
or for passing on broad, ambiguous accusations: 
 (…) el emergente de una peste ya olvidada. El retorno de lo reprimido, (…). 
Como si nos hubiera vuelto a azotar el cólera: el mismo terror secreto de 
antes, las mismas actitudes del no te metas [emphasis added] o del algo 
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habrán hecho [emphasis added]. Uno hubiera querido creer que ese virus ya 
estaba erradicado, y sin embargo (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 68). 
Elisa herself is deemed a suspect. The doorman guarding her argues with his wife 
about the subversion concealed in the act of writing: 
(…) nada puede ser menos violento que una mujer que pierde el tiempo con 
eso de escribir. 
-Claro, y vos siempre tan despierta, vos. Vaya uno a saber qué escribía, esa, 
algo habrá hecho [emphasis added] para que la persigan así (Valenzuela, p. 
129). 
Furthermore, military rhetoric transformed reality. Following the lead of Orwell and 
Agamben in their notion of appropriating the truth and forging its appearance, Valenzuela 
denounces in her fiction the complicity gained by an obscure and convincing rhetoric: 
¿Qué librería? Me preguntaste, si ya no queda ni un libro firmado por ustedes 
ni siquiera en los fondos del más oscuro rincón de los sótanos, ni en la red de 
redes, las han radiado a todas, toditas todas, me dijiste (…), entonces la mano 
viene aún más pesada de lo imaginado y ni siquiera nuestros libreros amigos 
pudieron defendernos. No pudieron o no quisieron, me dijo el muy 
disciplinado, no olvide que los han amenazado y quizás para colmo los han 
convencido y todos se sienten que están defendiendo los Altos Valores de la 
humanidad (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 77).  
This same paradigm of persuasion by distorted discourses also comprises a still 
prevailing hegemonic, patriarchal rhetoric and the concurrent invalidation of women’s voices. 
Again in the novel, one of its characters, Omer (see Chapter 4: 4.4.1), reflects on the way in 
which women have been excluded from discourse: “(…) el lenguaje es lenguaje de los 
hombres, dejando a la mujer entre paréntesis, ensandwichada en medio del sostenido diálogo 
hombre/mundo por los siglos de los siglos” (Ibídem, p. 255). The re-establishment of the 
Altos Valores de la humanidad, that during the Años de Plomo embraced a traditional model 
of Christian values and a social and gender hierarchy, reappears in Valenzuela’s novel as the 
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most feared destiny. In Hidden Histories of Gender and the State in Latin America, Elizabeth 
Dore and Maxine Molyneux analyse such military rhetoric:  
The rhetoric of the military was gendered in ways that have been seen as an 
invocation of historical forms of Latin American nationalism. From the 
earliest times, visions of nationhood have invested states with gendered 
virtues—some- times masculine as in heroism and glory, sometimes feminine 
with the beloved land invested with the qualities of maternal fecundity or 
subjected to violation through foreign rule. In Diane Taylor’s analysis of 
military rhetoric, the patria was constructed in the masculinist imaginary as 
feminine, a beloved mother(land) despoiled by enemies who had to be 
subdued in order to recover a pure and glorious nationhood. These images 
placed a heroic, virile military in opposition to an unruly other located in the 
feminine position as chaotic and subversive, in need of subjugation and 
discipline (Dore & Molyneux, 2000, p. 61). 
Dore and Molyneux establish a comparison between the nineteenth century 
indigenous barbarian, a threat to Western civilisation and 1970s ‘‘subversives’’, who were 
considered a menace to the state and the nation’s morals. Feminists, they say, “were 
considered to be among the subversives and were targeted as such” (Ibídem, p. 61). 
Therefore, the regime attempted to nullify a budding form of empowerment in order to keep 
the status quo of women as subaltern. Moreover, this subalternation of women also extended 
to the torture chambers. Highly sexualised, the practice of torture on women took the form of 
consistent abuse and rape “in ways that expressed a sadistic misogyny” (Ibídem, p. 62).  
By neutralising the revolutionary ideals of feminism that opposed the traditional 
values of the nation and those of submission to the regime of the late 60s and 70s, woman is 
kept silent and resigned to her domestic gendered roles of wife and mother, as in the 
traditional dictate: 
(…) the new society that the military promised to create was one that would 
restore authority through a return to a patriarchal order founded on a 
retraditionalized, privatized family. Women would be disciplined and their 
rights curtailed (Dore & Molyneux, 2000, p. 62). 
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In the following section, the notion of hegemony will be reviewed in order to gain an 
understanding of the way in which it is achieved and in what manner it prompts subalternity. 
 
 Hegemony 2.2.1.5
Although the term hegemony was originally part of the Russian revolutionary’s 
vocabulary, it was Marxist theoretitian Antonio Gramsci who, after reflecting on the role of 
intellectuals while in prison, gave the Leninist concept a broader significance (Bates, 1975). 
Gramsci hegemony is proposed as a form of manufactured consent or ideological domination. 
In his Prison notebooks (1971), he examines two different superstructural levels contributing 
to the function of hegemony: the “civil society” led by the dominant group (intellectuals) and 
the “political society” or State. Hegemony is thus exercised by concensual control, which 
implies a voluntarily acceptance of what is universal according to the dominant group 
(“spontaneous consent”) in conjunction with “the apparatus of state coercive power which 
"legally" enforces discipline on those groups who do not "consent" either actively or 
passively” (Gramsci, 1771, p. 12). As we previously mentioned, consent, however obtained, 
is required in order to transform the reality of a whole social body. In his study of Gramsci’s 
theory, Thomas Bates states that the concept of hegemony presupposes political control 
founded on the consent of the controlled. Such consent is safeguarded by the dissemination 
and universalisation of the unanimously proclaimed view of the dominant class. Hegemonic 
leadership, claims Marxist critic Raymond Williams, is therefore extremely complex and calls 
for constant re-negotiation, as it is permanently being challenged (as cited in Bertens & 
Bertens, 2001, p. 89).  
In the case of Latin America, Gareth Williams claims that the development of the 
nation-states 
was for the most part predicated on the active integration and 
institutionalization of the notion of the people (…) or the popular-subaltern 
sectors of society (…) as the originary ground from which to consider the 
contours of national history, national identity formations, and national 
modernization. (Williams, 2002, p. 4) 
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Therefore, hegemony had to be attained by means of “suturing” the “totality of the 
demographic and cultural differences” (Ibídem, p. 4). However, he continues, in order for 
heterogeneous sectors of the population to be established, an external reference is required. 
Thus, the building of the nation-state’s identity and language occurs against “supposedly non-
normative (…) identities, as a means of constituting the grounds and limits of its own 
hegemonic field” (Ibídem, p.5). The subaltern sectors are either subordinated or condemned 
to those peripheral limits, thus safeguarding the constitution of hegemony imposed from 
above, and consolidated against the ones that have been excluded from it. It is in this way that 
“subalternity becomes hegemony’s real or potential site of suspension” (Ibídem, p.6). 
Therefore, it is due to the very existence of exclusive practices endorsed by local privileged 
sectors and international powers that resistance arises from those on the fringes of hegemony. 
Such is the case of the 1976 military coup in Argentina; the military attempted to govern in 
accordance with their own idea of a nation. All those who dissented (guerrilleros, but also 
union workers, businessmen, students, intellectuals, amongst others) were eliminated, as 
giving them political legitimacy fell outside the Junta’s ‘national project’. Hegemony was 
attained, albeit through an intimidated, subjugated, society.  
In his somewhat critical essay on Gayatri Spivak’s “Can the Subaltern Speak”, 
Marcus Green focuses on Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks. His essay examines the notion of 
hegemony along with the coercive apparatus of political society (law, courts, and police). The 
law, Green asserts, is basically a coercive mechanism to force civil society “to create a social 
conformism which is useful to the ruling group’s line of development” (as cited in Green, 
2002, p. 195). When defining Gramsci’s own political experience as subaltern when 
imprisoned by Mussolini, Green emphasises the way in which a ruling group can embark on 
radical coercion to safeguard its authority and hegemony within civil society. Furthermore, he 
claims coercion can be pushed to the extreme of declaring “a counter-group’s party, press, 
and rights of association and assembly illegal, as did the Fascists to the Communists” (Green, 
2002, p. 7). Green concludes that, basically, “hegemony is protected by coercion and coercion 
is protected by hegemony” (Ibídem, p.7) 
Critics like Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe however, encounter inconsistencies in 
the possibility of hegemonic control, as posed in their article “Hegemonía y radicalización de 
la democracia”11. The article follows Foucault’s belief in the inevitability of resistance to any 
                                                 
11
 Article retrieved from http://dspace.universia.net/bitstream/2024/982/1/Laclau+y+Mouffe.pdf. The page numbers are from 
the electronic version. 
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given implemented power and examines the way in which hegemony constitutes “un juego 
que no es nunca «suma-cero», porque las reglas y los jugadores no llegan a ser jamás 
plenamente explícitos” (Laclau, 1987, p. 43). Moreover, it argues that subordination evolves 
towards oppression, that is, from being subject to someone else’s decisions, the agent 
gradually becomes a locus for antagonism. Laclau goes on to state that relations of 
subordination create differential positions amongst social agents but do not create 
antagonism. It is only when the discourse supporting subordination appears challenged by a 
transgressor, and its form is questioned, that antagonism emerges: 
«Siervo», «esclavo», etc., no designan en sí mismos posiciones antagónicas; 
es sólo en términos de una formación discursiva distinta, tal como, por 
ejemplo, «derechos inherentes a todo ser humano» que la positividad 
diferencial de esas categorías puede ser subvertida, y la subordinación 
construida como opresión (Ibídem, p.6). 
The prevailing discourses of the Dirty War serve as examples of such antagonisms. 
With the intellectual class deprived of its autonomy, only those voices that fell in line with the 
military discourse (or the ones who were silenced) were allowed to remain within society. 
Thus Argentina became an accurate illustration of hegemony.  
Regarding post-modern Latin America, Gareth Williams claims that it was a case of a 
constructed “potentially hegemonic formation designed to suture the totality of the nation’s 
demographic and cultural differences to the formation and expansion of the nation-state”. 
Moreover, it was a constructed amalgamation of “identities negotiated from within” that at 
times resorted to violence (Williams, 2002, pp. 5-6). By suppressing differences through 
coercion a vast population remained passive, terrified, silent, deprived of a voice, and thus 
easy to dominate. It is at this very point, the limit of hegemonic thought, where the subaltern 
subject arises. As maintained by Williams, hegemonies eventually arrive at a point of 
breakdown, a place where subalternity gains momentum:  
As the history of capitalist development in Latin America demonstrates, (…) 
hegemony also constitutes the grounds of subalternity. It actively forges the 
terrain on which subaltern/non-national populations, social groupings, or 
                                                                                                                                                        
The article also appears in Laclau, Ernesto y Chantal Mouffe. Hegemonía y estrategia socialista. Hacia una radicalización de 
la democracia. Chapter 4. Siglo XXI de España Editores, Madrid: 1987. pp-167-217.  
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imaginaries are integrated into the nation as exceptions (…) Either through its 
total exclusion or through its integration into hegemony as its negative and 
subordinate partner, subalternity becomes hegemony’s real or potential site of 
suspension or breakdown (Williams, 2002, p. 6). 
The following section will attempt to define the subaltern subject in order to, later in 
the chapter, identify the Argentinean subaltern. 
 
 Subaltern subject 2.2.1.6
In The Other Side of the Popular, Gareth Williams argues that subalternity is  
the negative site on the outer margins of the thought of (counter) hegemony 
(hegemony’s negative foundation or point of finitude and of radical 
breakdown) that fractures its naturalizing symbolizations in order to erupt onto 
the field of signification as ‘‘the absolute limit of the place where history is 
narrativized into logic’’ (Williams, 2002, p. 69).  
Thus, Subaltern is a term that defines those social groups situated outside hegemony. 
Gramsci adopted and adapted the term subaltern to refer to those subjects in society denied 
access to hegemonic power; specifically, the proletariat subject to censorship, peasants, 
slaves, women, religious groups and different racial groups. Referring to Gramsci’s analysis 
of the subaltern subject, Marcus Green suggests it is an attempt to place the subaltern as “a 
historically determined category that exists within particular historical, economic, political, 
social, and cultural contexts”. He expands his analysis by looking at ways in which the 
subaltern comes into being, survives or overcomes his subordinate state. Green’s theory is 
that Gramsci’s definition of the word and subsequent interpretations have either distorted its 
meaning or have misappropriated it (Green, 2002). 
The term has been reformulated by Ranajit Guha and Gayatri Spivak, amongst others. 
The latter questions the term and its ramifications and concludes by making it interchangeable 
with the term popular: 
Subaltern is to popular as gender is to sex, class to poverty, state to nation. 
One word inclines to reasonableness, the other to cathexis. ‘Popular’ divides 
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between descriptive (as in presidential or TV ratings), evaluative (not ‘high’, 
both a positive and a negative value, dependent on your ‘politics’), and 
contains ‘people’, a word with immense range, from ‘just anyone’, to the 
‘masses’ (both a positive and a negative political value, depending on your 
politics). The reasonable and rarefied definition of the word subaltern that 
interests me is: to be removed from all lines of social mobility (Spivak, 2005, 
p. 475). 
Thus, in Spivak’s critical analysis it is the failure to clearly distinguish the term from 
others that make it so broad and fluid in its meaning. She goes on to state that what 
effectively makes the subaltern is the impossibility of generalising the concept according to 
hegemonic logic, thus, suggesting that a more accurate definition of the term would be “to be 
removed from all lines of social mobility” (Ibídem, p. 475) 
Furthermore, the Latin American Subaltern Studies group, in its founding statement, 
defines the subaltern subject as that:  
not registered or registrable as a historical subject capable of hegemonic 
action (...), is nevertheless present in unexpected structural dichotomies, 
fissures in the forms of hierarchy and hegemony, and, in turn, in the 
constitution of the heroes of the national drama, writing, literature, education, 
institutions, and the administration of law and authority (Beverley, Aronna & 
Oviedo, 1995, p.136).  
Given that the main motivation of this study is the critical analysis of a literary work, 
this last definition will be our main point of focus. However, as a category already widely 
researched, the subaltern subject “present in unexpected structural dichotomies” will be 
questioned from a variety of viewpoints. In the words of Gareth Williams, subalternity is “the 
name for the multifarious points of excess within the national and post-national histories of 
Latin American developmentalism” (Williams, 2002, p. 11) and those points grant an 
important, multilayered critical perspective from which to examine Luisa Valenzuela’s novel. 
 Luisa Valenzuela pens the subaltern’s silence. As a woman aware of her marginal 
status as a female writer, she became an advocate for the stifled voices of the margins: 
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Women writers, when speaking from the margins, are identifying their voices 
with those of the oppressed, (…). They are vocalizing what has been silenced, 
or in the words of Valenzuela “what goes unsaid, that what is implied, and 
omitted, and censored and suggested” (Medeiros-Lichem, 2002, p. 3). 
Thus, and building on Spivak’s notion of the questionable capacity of the subaltern to 
actually speak, our objective is to find his and her voice, if any, through the reading of El 
Mañana. 
 
 Coloniality: 2.2.1.7
Before proceeding to identify the theories that will frame this study, the concept of 
coloniality will be examined. As a term, coloniality brings together not only colonialism, but 
also its aftermath, that is, the repercussions of colonial domination that still prevail today.  
In The Idea of Latin America (2009) Walter Mignolo defines the notion of coloniality 
as one which assigns 
(…) the experiences and views of the world and history of those whom Fanon 
called les damnés de la terre (“the wretched of the earth,” those who have 
been, and continue to be, subjected to the standards of modernity). The 
wretched are defined by the colonial wound, and the colonial wound, physical 
and/or psychological, is a consequence of racism, the hegemonic discourse 
that questions the humanity of all those who do not belong to the locus of 
enunciation (and the geo-politics of knowledge) of those who assign the 
standards of classification and assign to themselves the right to classify 
(Mignolo, 2005, p. 8). 
Therefore, the hegemonic discourse imposed by the coloniser carries in itself 
discrimination and pure racism. Eduardo Mendieta urges us to consider the fact that subaltern 
subjects have always been “objects of a fantasy of control” and that this control emerges only 
when he colludes in living “under the fictions of the master and his discourse” (Moraña et al., 
2008, p. 302) 
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Underlying modern Argentinean society, coloniality contaminates social perceptions 
of class, gender and language, thus further defining the local subaltern. The following 
sections will delve into the theories framing this research. Firstly, it will give a brief overview 
of literature’s political engagement as the foundation of post-colonial voices, and then it will 
move to post-colonial theory and subaltern studies, which will be examined on a global scale 
then considered in the context of Latin America, with a final focus on Argentina. 
 
 The political dimension of literature: race, gender and class’ 2.2.2
voices talk back 
This section will briefly look at the emergence of social movements that attempted to 
intervene in the prevailing social order and bring about change. Profoundly political, criticism 
and literary works follow those movements as race-centered, feminist and Marxist trends, 
therefore examining racial prejudice, pervasive male bias and social and class-exploitation in 
Western writing. Furthermore, the three trends emphasise culturally built unawareness of 
such issues (Bertens, 2001). 
 In the early decades of the 1900s, argues Bertens, race started to play an important 
role in literary studies. The notion of negritude claims the right to self-definition of the black 
race (African-American, French-speaking Africans and the people of the Caribbean) and 
favours their own terms over those of the dominant white. In the years that followed, and 
after WWII, cultural self-definition was raised hand in hand with political self-determination, 
empowering, eventually, a sense of nationhood and the pursuit of cultural and political 
independence. During the course of the seventies and eighties many writers from former 
colonies began to blossom; Martinique-born revolutionary Frantz Fanon (1925-1961) was one 
such writer. His radical criticism of Western colonial power posed a strong interpretation of 
the role played by violence in the achievement of political change. 
Former British colonies started to validate their own voices, at times working 
retroactively in already existing literature, and writers further developed their own literary 
richness. The so-called Commonwealth Literatures comprised non-English literatures, written 
in English, produced within the English literary tradition, although originating in the colonies. 
However, they were subject to a biased, Eurocentric criticism. These literatures rose in 
response to the colonial discourse and its edicts, which proclaimed them to be universal. 
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During the 80s Commonwealth Literature became part of postcolonial studies, albeit 
after a few reformulations; while the latter focuses on the tensions between the Empire and 
the former colonies, the former focuses on their commonalities. However, it was with the 
groundbreaking work of Palestinian-American scholar Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) that 
postcolonial studies came to the forefront of literary studies (Bertens, 2001). Ashcroft argues 
that postcolonial studies “developed as a way of addressing the cultural production of those 
societies affected by the historical phenomenon of colonialism. In this respect it was never 
conceived of as a grand theory but as a methodology (…)” (Ashcroft, 2001, p. 7). Said’s book 
became seminal to the study of e Middle Eastern cultures and literature and contributed to 
shaping the entire field of postcolonial studies. It influenced many other disciplines, such as 
literature, history and cultural studies. The fundamental claim of Orientalism is the way in 
which the reading of the non-Western world is not an innocent one but a construed one, a 
subjective and interest-driven representation. Said maintains that certain intellectual authority 
was exercised by the West over the Orient. Such an authority, he states, “is formed, 
irradiated, disseminated; it is instrumental, it is persuasive; it has status, it establishes canons 
of taste and value; it is virtually indistinguishable from certain ideas it dignifies as true, and 
from traditions, perceptions, and judgments it forms, transmits, reproduces” (Said, 2003). The 
discourse created under this authority served hegemonic purposes, which endorses Antonio 
Gramsci’s definition of hegemony as a form of consensual domination of the ruling class over 
the subaltern one, which the latter seemingly approved of.  
Paul Fry has compared the second chapter of Virginia Woolf’s A room of one’s own 
(1929) with Said’s approach in Orientalism. According to Fry, Said’s Orientalism is the 
constructed other from the Middle East by and for a Western audience, whereas Woolf argues 
that a lot of reflection on women is purely constructed by men for men (Fry, 2012, p. 288). 
They both raise the question of agency, but also of instrumentality. For Said, “Orientalism is 
premised upon exteriority, that is, on the fact that the Orientalist, poet or scholar, makes the 
Orient speak, describes the Orient, renders its mysteries plain for and to the West” (Said, 
2003, p. 21). Furthermore, taking a similar stance, although contested, Latin American 
scholar Eduardo Mendieta examines it from a New World perspective. In his book Coloniality 
at Large: Latin America and the Postcolonial Debate (2008), Mendieta refers to the 
theoretical implications of colonial power in Latin America, its experience of and resistance 
to it, as well as the advent of modernity and Occidentalism. He states that "[The] speaking 
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subaltern confronts the master with his own voice and answers back: I do not recognize 
myself in your caricatures of me" (Moraña et al., 2008, p. 302). 
Subaltern studies as a field are based on the revision and further development of 
Gramsci’s use of the term subaltern to describe the proletariat under censorship. Postcolonial 
studies embraced and adapted the concept. Ranajit Guha, stands as one of the main 
proponents of subaltern studies (see 2.3), followed by Spivak, who questioned the theories in 
her ground-breaking article “Can the subaltern speak?” (1988). The article questions the way 
in which Western cultures address other cultures, focusing on the ethical problems derived 
from utilising universal
12
 concepts and frameworks to do so. Spivak argues that knowledge 
serves the interests of its producers. In studying the third world subject, the colonial project 
always contaminates research, and knowledge was tampered with in a way that made 
conquest justifiable. Furthermore, she claims that the West describes the other in a language 
of its own, within colonial rhetoric. According to Chakrabarty, the article posits a 
“deconstructive and philosophical objections to any straightforward program of ‘letting the 
subaltern speak’” (Chakrabarty, 2000, p. 9). As a consequence, many critical approaches have 
been addressed, such as the lack of engagement with feminist criticism and ‘colonial 
discourse’ analysis (Chakrabarty, 2000, p. 9).  
In the early 90s an interest in the post-colonial issues in the Americas, brought 
together a group of Latin American scholars that included Ileana Rodriguez, John Beverly, 
Walter Mignolo, José Rabasa, Robert Carr, Aníbal Quijano, Nestor García Canclini, Doris 
Sommer, Antonio Cornejo Polar, among others. They sought to redefine the principal 
paradigms by which the subaltern was studied in Latin America. They aimed to re-read 
history taking European colonialism and American imperialism into account. 
For Europeans, for Spaniards, "the other," the native, was a rudo. The word is 
derived from the Latin rudis (in the rough, not having been worked on), from 
the verb rudo (to bray, to roar). It is the opposite to "erudite" and erudition 
(which indicate the one who has no roughness, brutishness, lack of 
cultivation). Even the best Europeans thought of the Indian as a "rudo”, a 
"child”, a piece of educable, evangelisable "material" (Dussel & Mendieta, 
2003, p. 209). 
                                                 
12“Universal” is used in the context of the objectivity and accuracy taken as a given by the Western scholar to produce 
knowledge based on his research on other cultures. In Spivak’s own words “how an explanation and narrative of reality was 
established as the normative one” (Spivak, 1998, p. 25) 
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Their works paved the way to a better understanding of the Latin American subaltern 
subject. 
 Post-colonial theory and subaltern studies:  2.2.3
According to Dipesh Chakrabarty, subaltern studies was once the name of “a series of 
interventions in some debates specific to the writing of modern Indian history” (Chakrabarty, 
2000, p. 9). The so-called Subaltern Studies: Writings on Indian History and Society series 
began in 1982, with the aim of producing an analysis of history in which the subaltern subject 
was regarded as a subject of history. The Indian scholar Ranajit Guha was its main proponent. 
The term is now regarded as a general term for a field of study. It could be seen, continues 
Chakrabarty, as “a postcolonial project of writing history” (Ibídem, p.10), a history which 
“bore all the signs of an ongoing struggle between tendencies affiliated with imperialists 
biases in Indian history and a nationalist desire on the part of historians to decolonize the 
past” (Ibídem, p.11). Thus subaltern studies is seen as a mediator between colonisation and 
nationalism. Intellectually, it stands as a critique in the field of historiography and points 
toward the decolonisation of that historiography. Inspired in the Marxist tradition, the field is 
also indebted to Antonio Gramsci in the way in which it diverges from deterministic 
interpretations of Marx. Ultimately, according to Guha, and as stated in the introduction of a 
Subaltern studies volume, its supporters were “opposed to much of the prevailing academic 
practice in historiography…for its failure to acknowledge the subaltern as the maker of his 
own destiny” (as cited in Chakrabarty, 2000, p. 15). 
The work of Homi K. Bhabha, Edward Said and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak joins 
Guha in challenging the legitimacy of imperialism, its expansionist agenda and its normalised 
practices of control; it focuses on the value system of the colonising powers, their colonial 
discourse and theoretical constructions.  
Adding to the decolonising project, Frantz Fanon’s The wretched of the Earth 
(1961/2007) represents a political manifesto on the topic, a powerful condemnation of 
colonial rule. In his preface to Fanon’s revolutionary text, Jean-Paul Sartre states that during a 
somewhat golden age, the world had a population of two thousand million people, “five 
hundred million men, and one thousand five hundred million natives” (Fanon & Philcox, 
2007, p. 7). Sartre stresses that men had the word, and the remaining three quarters of the 
world, had the use of it: “the European elite undertook to manufacture a native elite” (Ibídem, 
p.7), the promising ones were chosen and fed the western culture, they were “whitewashed”, 
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transformed into “walking lies”, left with nothing to pronounce “they only echoed” (Ibídem, 
p.7). But now, continues Sartre, the golden age is over. The wretched of the earth have 
awakened.  
Luisa Valenzuela bestows her own decolonising project, claims Nelly Martinez. In her 
article “Luisa Valenzuela: lectura descolonizadora del cuento de hadas tradicional” (2001) 
Martinez analyses Valenzuela’s “Cuentos de hades” (Valenzuela, 1993), she argues that the 
Argentinean writer suggests the need to deconstruct the fairy tale and its own colonising 
model (see Chapter 2: 2.6.4).  
 
 The Latin American subaltern subject:  2.2.4
The section that follows aims to frame the Latin American subaltern in the way in 
which it was constructed in the past and remains, reformulated, in the present. The manner in 
which the subaltern subject is perceived still disregards the fact that what brought it into being 
was nothing but a construction of the dominant powers. Indeed, the Argentinean subaltern, 
forever present on the periphery of hegemonic systems, appears in Valenzuela’s literary 
discourse as an agent of resistance and, as such, represents the core of the present study.  
 
  A historical overview 2.2.4.1
There are, it may be, so many kinds of voices in the world, and none of them 
is without signification. Therefore if I know not the meaning of the voice, I 
shall be unto him that speaketh a barbarian, and he that speaketh shall be a 
barbarian unto me (1 Corinthians 14:10-11)
13
. 
During the conquest of the Americas, the European conqueror instituted a reductionist 
concept of otherness. Therefore, the Other is created, dominated and, eventually, the act of 
domination is legitimised through the dominant discourse. The failure to understand 
difference resulted in hierarchising instead, and once put in a position of inferiority it was 
necessary to make a clear-cut distinction between those regarded as different and those 
regarded as superior.  
                                                 
13
 Retrieved from http://www.biblestudytools.com/kjv/1-corinthians/passage.aspx?q=1-corinthians+14:10-11 
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The dominant force established values and deemed them to be universal. Reflecting 
on this line of thought, Todorov provides an enlightening explanation of the American 
conquest, thought to be for the benefit of the conquered:  
Those who believe in absolute, and thus trans-cultural values, risk taking as 
universal values those to which they are accustomed, and falling prey to naive 
ethnocentrism and blind dogmatism, convinced that they have eternal 
possession of truth and justice. They risk becoming really dangerous on the 
day when they decide that the whole world needs to benefit from the 
advantages proper to their society and that, so as to better enlighten the 
inhabitants of other countries, they have the right to invade them (Todorov, 
2010, p. 13). 
Furthermore, Todorov dwells on the notions of barbarian as exhibitor of difference to 
then later introduce the indios who the Europeans encountered in the Indies. Originating in 
ancient Greece, the term barbarian was used to identify the vast group of others unable to 
understand or to speak Greek. The polisemic term refers not only to the temporary barbarity 
of the foreigner in being ignorant of the Greek language, which suggests institutional 
discrimination, but also denotes a cruel person who inflicts a horrendous treatment on 
someone who is not regarded as human. The term can also be wrongly used as a label to 
enable us to “stigmatize those who attack us or those whom we do not like, and it sometimes 
helps disguise might as right, or camouflages our will to power as humanitarian intervention” 
(Ibídem, p.19). Moreover, it is when the Catholic church makes it its mission to Christianise 
the New World that the term barbarian comes to categorise the population of America prior to 
European invasion.  
It is to be noted that a fierce debate erupted involving the Catholic church, between 
those who considered Indians to be inferior, and deemed barbarians and thus meant to be 
enslaved, and those who considered them civilised. Amongst the former, we find one of the 
first Spanish settlers who benefitted from Indian labour, who would later became their 
spokesperson: Iberian Scholar Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda. Those who opposed him, led by Fray 
Bartolome de las Casas, denounced the colonialists’ excesses and sought to persuade the 
Crown to enforce tighter control over them. 
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The following excerpt is from Fray Bartolome de las Casas’ In defence of the Indians. 
Written in 1548 by theologian and Dominican priest and Bishop of Chiapas (Mexico), it 
constitutes both a treatise on the humanity of the indios and a fervent criticism of the self-
appointed agent of “civilisation” – Spain – as it struggled to consolidate its control over the 
New World.  
 From the fact that the Indians are barbarians it does not necessarily follow 
that they are incapable of government and have to be ruled by others, except 
to be taught about the Catholic faith and to be admitted to the holy sacraments. 
They are not ignorant, inhuman, or bestial. Rather, long before they had heard 
the word Spaniard they had properly organized states, wisely ordered by 
excellent laws, religion, and custom (de las Casas, 1548, p. 40-42). 
Furthermore, Fray Bartolome de las Casas completely rejected the idea of Indian 
inferiority, stating that if a man is called a barbarian when compared with another just 
because he is incapable of speaking another’s language correctly then, 
(…) from this point of view, there is no man or race which is not barbaric with 
relation to another man or another race. [...] Thus, just as we consider the 
people of the Indians to be barbarians, they judge us the same way, since they 
do not understand us (as cited in Todorov, 2010, p. 20).  
Las Casas’ reversal of the colonialist use of the term barbaric points out that access to 
language goes far beyond communication, and can enforce political intentionality. Moreover, 
Frantz Fanon claims in his ground-breaking book Black Skin, White Masks “a man who has a 
language consequently possesses the world expressed and implied by that language” (Fanon, 
1952, p. 18). Thus, albeit initially, the supremacy and domination that engenders subalternity 
stems from understanding, naming and implying a world in a familiar word. Language, 
therefore, implies power. The foreign, untraceable, alien voice of the other remains unheard, 
the world expressed and implied with that voice remains unrecognised and soon the other 
disappears, along with his humanity. Latin America’s population became, during the 
sixteenth century Spanish conquest (or invasion), a projection of alterity, of barbarism to the 
subjects of the Empire; its imperial universality needed to oppress, confine and eradicate 
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whoever attempted to dissent. Thus, the American subject is condemned to a position of 
difference, without identity and unable to speak: the “barbarian” subaltern is created.  
Alberto Moreira argued in The Exhaustion of difference: The Politics of Latin 
American Cultural Studies (2001), that the subaltern as a form of identity is “dialogically 
constructed within a structure of power. Hegemony and subalternity are two major players in 
this scenario: hegemony with the power of allocation of meaning, subalternity as a relentless 
place of contestation and reallocation of meaning” (Moreiras, 2001, p. 268). As a place of 
contestation, Latin America attempts to rebuild its identity from below. 
 
 19th Century Latin American Paradigms 2.2.4.2
With the advent of modernity the former colonies initiated their own debates on the 
understanding of progress. The way in which they set out to become a modern nation can be 
segregated into two models: a centralising paradigm and a peripheral paradigm (see Chapter 
1). I will here provide a brief overview of the colonial origin of the division of centre and 
periphery and then trace the formation of the Latin American subaltern subject and its 
recovery. 
In his article “Coloniality of Power, Eurocentrism and Latin America”, Aníbal 
Quijano explores current globalisation as the final stage of the colonial scheme of Eurocentric 
modernity and capitalism. Quijano claims that colonialism has been outgrown by what he 
calls coloniality of power, which is founded on two converging historical processes: the 
mental construction of race and the forms of regulation of labour, resources, production and 
the markets that revolve around Capitalism.  
Firstly, Quijano states that race constitutes one of the key elements in the exercise of 
the supremacy imposed by colonisation. Conquered people are regarded being naturally 
inferior based on phenotypes, followed by biological structures and social identities. The 
notion of race establishes the fundamental paradigm to hierarchise the world population, to 
distribute rankings and roles, setting the bases for Eurocentrism:  
In America, the idea of race was a way of granting legitimacy to the relations 
of domination imposed by the conquest. After the colonization of America and 
the expansion of European colonialism to the rest of the world, the subsequent 
constitution of Europe as a new id-entity needed the elaboration of a 
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Eurocentric perspective of knowledge, a theoretical perspective on the idea of 
race as a naturalization of colonial relations between Europeans and non-
Europeans (Ennis & Quijano, 2000, pp. 534-535). 
In The Other Side of the Popular, Gareth Williams claims that race, as much as 
language, establish two modes of fixing a population as “a fact of ‘nature’” as well as 
providing it with some existential meaning. It is a matter of “national fictive ethnicity, then, 
negotiated and imposed from within the state’s naturalization of linguistic and ethnic 
heterogeneity” (Williams, 2002, p. 37). As a construction, Williams states, it requires a body 
of literature and consenting intellectuals to “produce and promote common cultural 
frameworks of reference (nationally functional forms of cultural translation, representation, 
and institutionalization)” (Ibídem, p. 37) to target different languages and ethnicities. In order 
to achieve such an outcome, modernising paradigms have “institutionalized symbolic 
processes (…) into the state’s deployments of power and of hegemonic reproduction” 
(Ibídem, p. 37). 
Secondly, Quijano also claims that there is a structural link with concomitant mutual 
reinforcement between race and labour regulation. This includes newly constructed 
categories, such as slavery, servitude, small market production, salary and reciprocity. White 
is the dominant race, therefore occupying high status roles and earning higher salaries. At the 
other end of the spectrum, the black is reduced to slavery. This pattern of control (indios, 
negros and mestizo’s free labour) grew alongside European colonial expansion, eventually 
becoming global. In conjunction with the exploitation of American riches, its privileged 
geographical position and the progressive monetisation derived in Europe (specifically 
Western Europe) it became the pivotal site of world capitalism. Moreover, Europe not only 
centralises capital, but it also extends its dominion to the rest of the world, attributing new 
hegemonic geo-cultural identities to the heterogeneity of the colonised world’s population: 
In effect, all of the experiences, histories, resources, and cultural products 
ended up in one global cultural order revolving around European or Western 
hegemony. Europe’s hegemony over the new model of global power 
concentrated all forms of the control of subjectivity, culture, and especially 
knowledge and the production of knowledge under its hegemony (Ennis & 
Quijano, 2000, p. 540). 
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Latin America in particular suffered the most atrocious repression of its cultural 
capital; Europeans took advantage of their findings in the New World that were believed to be 
useful. As the hub of global capitalism, Europe had not only market supremacy but was also 
able to rule the globe under its colonial model. Such a model of power “involved a process of 
historical reidentification” (Ibídem, p. 540) led by Europe, in which the othering of the 
Orient, alongside that of the Indians and blacks began. The configuration of a new political, 
cultural and social order was, therefore, founded on establishing the bases of world 
capitalism. 
The Indian population was condemned to becoming a rural, illiterate subculture. 
Furthermore, those colonised were forced to ascribe to the coloniser’s culture (including 
religion), a long term process that implied the “colonization of cognitive perspectives, modes 
of producing and giving meaning, the results of material existence, the imaginary, the 
universe of intersubjective relations with the world: in short, the culture” (Ibídem, p. 541). It 
is in these terms that the hegemonic perspective of Eurocentrism gained relevance, leaving 
the rest, the periphery, to abide by its universal truth. Eventually the intellectual idea of 
Europe as centre encountered resistance in Latin American, and hegemony became fractured. 
Alcira Argumedo states that due to crises within the Spanish Empire, in conjunction 
with the independence movements in the whole of Latin America, two lines of thought 
coalesced. Those lines articulated social, political, economic and cultural grounds that 
expressed themselves as a conflict, a conflict which endures even now. Those antagonist 
centers would sometimes be openly belligerent to one another, at other times they would 
remain rooted: 
Como raigambres cuyos contactos superficiales, metamorfosis o lugares de 
aparente confluencia no pudieron disimular la distancia entre disimiles 
verdades, entre códigos perdurables, entre formas de percibir el mundo 
hondamente diferenciadas (Argumedo, 1993, p. 157). 
Those forces, (revisiting the de las Casas and Sepúlveda’s debate of sixteenth century 
Spain) are American-centered barbarism v European-centered civilisation; popular v 
oligarchy; autonomist v imperialist; country v urban; and lastly, but foremost, the other (the 
other being blacks, Indians, mestizos, gauchos, and most immigrants) whose identity, as 
stated by Spivak, is its difference (Spivak, 1998) v a self-appointed (superior) self.  
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During the nineteenth century, in the aftermath of independence, the emerging 
intellectual elites in Latin America began to imagine their nations by emulating the models of 
the modern, European nation-states, and their vision remained linked to those Western 
models, although in perpetual tension with them. This antinomy shaped the thought of 
Domingo Faustino Sarmiento and Juan Bautista Alberdi in their constructed national identity 
for Argentina (see Chapter 1 section 1.2.2). 
 
 The Latin American voice: a response  2.2.4.3
En América Latina, el punto de vista popular recupera los relatos de las 
alteridades excluidas por las corrientes eurocéntricas. Impone el 
reconocimiento del otro históricamente menospreciado, de los significados y 
tradiciones que alimentan “la visión de los vencidos”, “la otra cara de la 
conquista” (Argumedo, 1993, p. 135). 
As stated by Alcira Argumedo, after the conqueror annihilates its sense of historical 
agency, America tries to recover its stories of excluded otherness, to become a subject and a 
place of enunciation, to overcome its sense of intellectual inferiority. It attempts to surmount 
its locus of consumer ideas generated in the centre to produce its own; to regain its own 
centrality. 
It is in only the 19
th
 century that the American subaltern started to overcome the yoke 
of oppression, a time in which Latin American countries began to break free from the Empire, 
and when local intellectuals first attempted to craft a voice from within. Two divergent 
ideological perspectives emerged during the 1800s: a centralising, Westernising, Eurocentric 
one, and a peripheral, identity-focused one. Both remain today. They developed into 
foundational paradigms, which were reformulated and adapted, but, intrinsically, prevailed.  
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 Argentina  2.2.4.4
Ever since Argentina as a nation was invented
14
, a long history of Argentinean 
subalternity and resistance took root, and still prevails. This section will examine in the way 
in which the practices leading to subaltern conditions evolved. It has already been shown who 
the subaltern of colonial times was and the way in which they were reformulated over time. 
The following paragraphs will firstly concentrate in the way subalternity has been produced 
and contested. As has already been mentioned in 1.2.2, in The invention of Argentina, Nicolas 
Shumway claimed “the peculiarly divisive mind-set” shaped by Argentinean intellectuals 
who in the nineteenth-century envisioned the idea of a Nation left “a mythology of exclusion 
rather than a unifying national ideal”, setting an early bases for exclusion (Shumway, 1991, p. 
xx). Sarmiento’s construction of civilisation and barbarism will be revisited, as it is 
foundational in this nation building project in order to trace the concept’s appearances 
throughout history and its concomitant reformulations.  
Secondly, we will apply Argentinean philosopher Rodolfo Kusch’s approach to 
subalternity; a novel approach that anticipated subaltern theories without naming them as 
such. His reversal of Sarmiento’s dichotomy in the notions of stench and pulchritude (hedor 
and pulcritud) will also serve as a theoretical framework for the analysis. 
Lastly, and in a more current context, the focus will be on a case of ‘voices of 
resistance’, an icon of agency from below: the human rights organisation of the Madres of 
Plaza de Mayo. This social movement portrays, as will briefly be discussed, a rupture in the 
otherwise hegemonic discourse of power. Although seemingly unrelated to the thesis, the 
case sheds light on the way in which discrimination (social and gendered related) is still 
highly entrenched in discourses that make up the Argentinean social fabric. It will also serve 
as an example of strategies of resistance, in a real case, in recent times. The Madres of Plaza 
de Mayo bestow a non-violent oppositional stance on their Marches of Silence. These 
marches could easily be equated with those the cartoneros that pour on the streets of Buenos 
Aires every night, as depicted in Valenzuela’s novel. All three instances lay bare the sickness 
of society. El Mañana’s cartoneros represent the silent, unheeded, walking crowd, which not 
only brings forward, but embodies, twenty-first century subalternity. It is through these lenses 
that our approach to the novel will gain further relevance.  
                                                 
14
 The term is used in reference to Nicolas Shumway’s The invention of Argentina (1991). In its Spanish translation, the title 
goes further: La invención de la Argentina: Historia de una idea, which in English translates “the history of an idea”. The idea 
that became a nation explains, according to Shumway, many of Argentina’s problems. 
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 Civilization and Barbarism: Domingo Faustino Sarmiento 2.2.4.5
(…) the struggle between European civilization and indigenous barbarism, 
between intelligence and matter (Sarmiento & Ross, 2003, p. 59). 
La peor, la más nociva, la más condenable de todas las personas actuantes en 
la superficie de la Argentina es la persona que ha sustituido un vivir por un 
representar (Mallea, 1986, p. 169). 
Nos falta entonces sondear la pre-patria, la mera estancia, donde quedó 
enterrada nuestra verdad, y que cierto renovado afán de pulcritud, vigente otra 
vez en nuestros días, nos impide escarbar (Kusch, 1998, vol IV, p. 26). 
As seen in Chapter 1 (1.2), binomial civilisation and barbarism enters Argentinean 
political language in the nineteenth century with writer/statesman Domingo Faustino 
Sarmiento (1811-1888) and traverses its history in new, reformulated forms. According to 
Maristella Svampa, there were five political traditions in Argentina during the 20
th
 Century: a 
democratic one, initiated with Hipólito Yrigoyen; a populist-democratic one, effectively 
embodied in the figure of General Juan Domingo Perón, a messianic Argentinean populist 
leader, three-times-elected president; a left wing political tradition entrenched in the unions; a 
liberal one that engenders the formation of the Argentinean Republic; and, lastly, a military, 
authoritarian tradition initiated in 1930, which ushered in the first of many military coups. 
Sarmiento’s image runs through those traditions, continuously being reappropriated (Svampa, 
1994). This work mainly focuses on the liberal and authoritarian traditions and their uses of 
Sarmiento’s dichotomies as they moulded the distant and not-so-distant past, dragging along 
ghosts of the past to the present. Such ghosts are captured in El Mañana and inevitably 
inform this research. On the other hand, this thesis elaborates on the reappropriation of the 
civilisation and barbarism metaphor by populist regimes, as they recover its historically 
marginalised barbarian (or, as sentenced by Ezequiel Martínez Estrada, la chusma arrabalera 
(Martínez Estrada, 1956/2005, p. 53)). In The Other Side of the Popular (2002), Gareth 
Williams states: 
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Populism grounded itself in the need to fabricate populations—collective 
popular identities—that were capable of transforming and of overcoming their 
peripheral histories (Williams, 2002, p. 34). 
Thus, continues Williams, it is through the integration-oriented policies of twentieth 
century populism that “social elites first began to imagine disparate subaltern social agents as 
fully integrated into national space and into the supposedly singular body of the nation” (24) 
as opposed to the imported European civilising model imposed throughout the previous 
century and into the first decades of the 1900s, and the backwardness of the subaltern 
American barbarian. Thus, with the oligarchy’s extermination of the barbaric masses in the 
name of modernisation, the turn of the century encountered a deep crisis; the civilising model 
was being undermined. Well into the 21st century, the subaltern masses rose up again, 
making them hyper visible on the city landscape. Martínez Estrada’s statement about the rise 
of an unknown social corpus of the 1940s, returned, reformulated; it was in the mid-twentieth 
century when Perón fostered the appearance of a forgotten element of the population:  
Perón nos reveló, no al pueblo sino a una zona del pueblo que, efectivamente 
nos parecía extraño y extranjero. (…) gentes de otro país, hablando otro 
idioma (…) parte del pueblo Argentino, del pueblo del Himno. (…) ese bajo 
pueblo, ese miserable pueblo (…) el Lumpenproletariat (Martínez Estrada, 
1956/2005, p. 55). 
Far from being sympathetic, Martínez Estrada feared the power of the hordes: 
“sentíamos escalofríos viéndolos desfilar en una verdadera horda silenciosa con carteles que 
amenazaba con tomarse una revancha terrible” (Ibídem, p. 56) and compares them with “las 
huestes de Rosas, (…) aquellos siniestros demonios de la llanura, que Sarmiento describió en 
el Facundo” (Ibídem, p. 56); while Martínez Estrada saw the barbarian, Perón saw the 
Pueblo.  
Furthermore, Posse recalls the same 17th of October of 1945 that Martínez Estrada 
describes as an overpowering crowd of more than one hundred thousand people that kept on 
growing “como si cayesen de todas las costuras invisibles de la Argentina sumergida”, over 
one hundred thousand “cabezas y torsos nada elegantes para la París del Plata” (Posse, 2003, 
p. 62). An Argentinean underclass, sumergida, emerging in the Paris del Plata is what 
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Sarmiento would have called the barbarian invasion of the civilised world, matter over 
intelligence. However, Posse claims that those people were arising through costuras 
invisibles, what could be read as an unfortunate cover-up for a whole country that when 
unveiled ceased to fit with the idea of Argentina. According to Maristella Svampa, Perón 
himself traced the parallel Barbarism / Pueblo: while the first refers to the unorganised 
masses, those led by caudillos who exploited a level of anarchy; the latter denotes the masses 
led by a conductor. Only then, can they be considered Pueblo. Certainly, Perón sees himself 
as the sole conductor who can perform such a transformation. However, while he posed as the 
redeemer of the barbarian, his adversaries saw in those same masses “la antigua barbarie 
rediviva” (Svampa, 1994, p. 291). Further analysis of Peronism falls outside the scope of this 
work, however; the contradictory perceptions of the subaltern is what it focuses on. Whether, 
following Svampa’s classification of “barbarie ‘residual’ (heteroreferencial) o recobrada 
(autoreferencial)” (Ibídem,, p. 294), we call the 21st century subaltern a leftover of past 
neoliberal policies, ingrained patriarchal systems or normalised class hierarchies, or even a 
plainly forgotten sector of society that re-enters the social landscape in a rather portentous 
way, not new, but, rather, a latency, ready to be reactivated. 
The chapter will now add an innovative reading of the image of the 
civilisation/barbarism duality of Rodolfo Günter Kusch. It will examine his theoretical work 
in the following section, incorporating an approach that questions and undermines a 
traditionally standardised social order. 
 
 Hedor y pulcritud (Stench and cleanliness): Rodolfo Günter Kusch 2.2.4.6
Rodolfo Günter Kusch was an Argentinean philosopher who for decades was 
relegated to the obscurity of those who dissented from the rational thinking prevailing in 
Argentina. A critical disregard of a Latin American situated knowledge placed the 
Argentinean thinker on the periphery; however, his seminal, against-the-grain epistemology, 
contested the nineteenth century’s civilising paradigm and overturned its whole model of 
developmentalism and progress. Kush developed yet another dichotomy. What Sarmiento 
called civilisation and barbarism, and Eduardo Mallea articulated as the visible and invisible 
Argentina (Mallea, 1986), Kusch put forward as hedor and pulcritud. Both Mallea and Kusch 
pondered these invisibles, these hedientos in search of a voice. These same invisible and 
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hedientos subjects, factual not fictive, in present times, are the ones that form the nucleus of 
this study: the Argentinean subaltern. 
Walter Mignolo states in the introduction to Kusch’s Indigenous and Popular thinking 
in America (2000) that what Kusch calls colonialism, also described as “coloniality (the logic 
of oppression and exploitation hidden under the rhetoric of modernity, progress, civilisation, 
development), is precisely the triumphal and persuasive rhetoric of being: being a success, 
being someone” (Rodolfo Kusch, 2010, p. xiix) as opposed to estar, to the not wanting to be, 
so as to fulfil an imperial command or an elevated destiny, that is the Western imperative to 
be productive, to be someone. Being, continues Mignolo, reflects on the “being civilised” as 
the paradigm of the generation of the 1880s and Sarmiento’s dichotomy, which Kusch 
contested. However, his contestation was not a blanket endorsement of barbarism (or of Juan 
Manuel de Rosas and Facundo Quiroga, the prototypes of barbarism in Sarmiento’s account), 
but an acknowledgement of the fact that both coexist in a differential power relation; the 
power relation behind the coloniality of being (the colonial version of being) and the de-
coloniality of estar (the Indian rage and the middle-class resentment) in the face of imperial 
imposition (Rodolfo Kusch, 2010, p. 1). 
Kusch puts the seduction of barbarism in opposition to the seduction of the civilising 
mission, two forces that, despite coexisting, clash with each other. The delusion of modernity 
and the developmentalism of the 70s were evident during the presidency of Carlos Menem, 
alongside the growing involvement of indigenous movements and the increasing political 
power of the middle-classes. He established two opposing forces in the same realm that 
Sarmiento establishes his; however, while Kusch focused on what there is, Sarmiento’s focus 
was on his own guiding fictions. While the latter envisioned either eliminating or civilising 
the hombre americano, the former attended to his voice.  
Kusch’s notions of hedor and pulcritud (stench and pulchritude) bring to the fore the 
Latin American subaltern subjects (the hedientos) to whom he listened, questioning the 
hegemonic thought of Western philosophy. Eduardo Mallea, in his Historia de una pasión 
argentina (1986), established yet another reading of the sujeto americano, as one that 
encompasses “los hombres no ostensibles, los profundos, los subterráneos, los llamados a una 
existencia trágica en el fondo del pozo que sólo recibe la estrella, pozo solitario y sin paisaje, 
con su extenso abismo bajo el arco sideral” (Mallea, 1986, p. 41). Those “hombres 
subterráneos” are the ones in whom Kush encountered, el hedor de América.  
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The Argentinean philosopher could be seen as an archaeologist in the field of 
subaltern studies in Argentina, long before it was known as such. Walter Mignolo claims that 
Kusch was the one who endeavoured to see his own place with his own eyes, and also the one 
who tried to understand America as a locus of enunciation (Mignolo, 2000). Kusch developed 
the notion of hedor, el hedor de America, in his ground-breaking text America Profunda 
(2000). The concept of hedor is defined thus: 
un prejuicio propio de nuestras minorías y nuestra clase media, que suelen ver 
lo americano como lo nauseabundo (R. Kusch, 1998, p. 21). 
Seen as a prejudice, a prior construction, “un signo que no logramos entender, pero 
que expresa, de nuestra parte, un sentimineto especial, un estado emocional de aversión 
irremediable, que en vano tratamos de disimular” (R. Kusch, 1998, p. 12), the hedor 
constitutes a useful framework for our analysis of El Mañana and its depictions of social 
marginality and discrimination. The following quote, also from América profunda, advances 
on this constructed category, situating the hedor where Valenzuela could be claimed to situate 
her cartoneros, on the outskirts of pulchritude, embodied in the city: 
 (…) todo aquello que se da más allá de nuestra populosa y cómoda ciudad 
natal. Es el camión lleno de indios (…) y lo es la segunda clase de algún tren y 
lo son las villas miserias (…) que circundan a Buenos Aires (p. 12). 
Thus, if hedor has such a disturbing potential, the solution has always been, claims 
Kusch, to reinstate pulchritude, terminate the chaos and restore the anticipated order: 
La categoría básica de nuestros buenos ciudadanos consiste en pensar que lo 
que no es ciudad, ni prócer, ni pulcritud no es más que un simple hedor 
susceptible de ser exterminado. Si el hedor de América es el niño bobo, el 
borracho de chicha, el indio rezador o el mendigo hediento, será cosa de 
internarlos, limpiar la calle e instalar baños públicos. La primera solución para 
los problemas de América apunta siempre a remediar la suciedad e implantar 
la pulcritud (Ibídem, pp. 12-13). 
The hediento and the pulcro, need to be clearly categorised, proceeds Kusch, on the 
one hand, “los estratos profundos de América con su raíz mesiánica y su ira divina a flor de 
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piel” and on the other hand the Eurocentric, progress-led civilised man that Sarmiento 
conceived in the nineteenth century. Both are “como los dos extremos de una antigua 
experiencia del ser humano. Uno está comprometido con el hedor y lleva encima el miedo al 
exterminio y el otro, en cambio, es triunfante y pulcro, y apunta hacia un triunfo ilimitado 
aunque imposible” (R. Kusch, 1999, p. 18).  
This dichotomy, one of many that traverse Argentinean history, its politics, its entire 
society and its rich culture, is at the root of Argentina’s identity and permeates its discourse. 
The legacy of this propensity to polarise still prevails in the liberal and neoliberal ideologies 
of the last decades. Not surprisingly, Argentinean self-perception is greatly contaminated, and 
so it is the perception of the other, the subterráneo, Kusch’s hediento. In his analysis of 
America’s postcolonial condition, within Kusch’s theoretical framework, Roberto Esposto 
and Sergio Holas claim that subalternity in Latin America’s current society is comprised of 
the lower social strata, as is the case of the cartoneros. These subaltern sectors still face (and 
respond to, as will be explored in El Mañana) entrenched nineteenth century discourses: 
En América Latina, en términos de postcolonialidad, los sectores subalternos 
entrecruzan el continente (…) y están conformados por, a saber: los Zapatistas 
en Chiapas, los miles de cartoneros
15
 que descienden al anochecer a la Capital 
Federal de Buenos Aires, (…). Desde la perspectiva del discurso triunfalista, 
ellos están asociados con el mal que produce la ociosidad y la inacción, la 
pereza y la quietud, o sea todo lo que se oponga a la diligencia y a la industria 
de la civilización imperante (Esposto & Holas, 2008, p. 11). 
In modern times we seek to exclude, discipline or cover hedor (stench), as endorsed 
by Sarmiento. The order of civilisation should overpower the chaos of barbarism, order over 
chaos, in the form of occlusion. In El hombre que está solo y espera (2005) Scalabrini Ortiz 
postulates  
 (…) un orden, de cualquier categoría, presupone un desorden postergado. Un 
orden estricto se establece sobre el máximo desorden de una trastienda. Lo 
difícil es descubrir el cuarto de cachivaches de un sistema. Pero en general, en 
el cuarto de cachivaches, está la humanidad del hombre (Ortiz, 2005, pp. 149).  
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Kusch’s philosophy posits the antinomy order/chaos as an equilibrium, where the 
existence of the opposite is deemed inevitable (Chelini, 2012), “el equilibrio de lo humano, en 
una civilización que ha olvidado que el hombre es ‘mitad cosas y mitad dioses’, que es 
conjunción de opuestos (Cullen, 2010, p. 89). Due to the impossibility of decoding such a 
synchronicity in order to understand that both chaos and order are equally necessary, radical 
measures of modernity are endorsed by shallow justifications; torture, poverty, terrorism are 
to be guarded and outside the ciudad pulcra: “para que todo siga bien aquí dentro, en el mejor 
de todos los mundos” (Esposto & Holas, 2008, p. 11). 
Adding to the current state of subaltern classes in Argentina and their responses, the 
following section will look into two cases of active agency that have resorted to silent 
resistance. 
 
 Las Madres de Plaza de Mayo. The silent marches 2.2.4.7
(…) when a victim, however timid, comes to regard herself as an object of 
injustice, she already steps into the role of a critic of the system that victimises 
her. And any action that follows from that critique contains the element of a 
practice of resistance (Guha, 1987, p.165).  
In line with other revolutionary movements during the 60s and early 70s around the 
world, the pursuit of social change gained momentum in Latin America. The late 70s saw the 
beginning of the Marches of Silence, an endeavour undertaken by subaltern groups in defence 
of civil rights. These were strategies of resistance, a new form of politics led by women (in 
the case of the Madres de Plaza de Mayo) and embedded “within women’s traditional roles—
maternity, self-sacrifice—but which challenged basic characteristics of those roles such as 
privacy, passivity, and subservience. (Rodriguez, López, Saldívar-Hull, & Guha, 2001, p. 
390).  
It falls outside the scope of this study to elaborate in depth on this social movement; 
however, it will briefly provide an introductory overview and argue that The Madres and El 
Mañana’s Cartoneros share, in their respective marches, an eloquent resistance, and, 
furthermore, it will examine Valenzuela’s tribute to Las Madres in a short story from the 
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collection Simetrías (1993). The short strory “La llave”, not only refers to, but also has been 
dedicated to Las Madres.  
Las Madres de Plaza de Mayo movement began during the mid-70s in Argentina in 
protest at state terrorism. They first appeared as a distinctive group in April 1977, demanding 
answers as to the whereabouts of their sons and daughters, who had been abducted and 
tortured and had disappeared under the military regime. Navarro claims that  
In a society cowed into silence and where all the traditional means of public 
expression, dissent, or protest were closed or forbidden, fourteen women 
decided (…) to demand an answer to the question “Where are our children?”. 
Initially dismissed, then ridiculed, and later on brutally persecuted, they did 
not give up, stubbornly refusing to be silenced” (Eckstein & Merino, 2001, p. 
241). 
The women marched in silence around central Plaza de Mayo, in downtown Buenos 
Aires and opposite Government House (La Casa Rosada), to make the plight of their children 
known. Under normal conditions, this act would have not posed any form of political threat; 
however, during the repressive years of the seventies it symbolised “an extraordinary act of 
defiance that no human rights group or political organization had dared to undertake” 
(Ibídem, p. 251). By bringing a private testimony to the fore, raising it to the public domain 
and denouncing the disappearances first hand, they were transformed into a political icon. 
Their motherhood bonded the participants, it empowered and protected them, as they were 
not seen as political subjects and therefore “their actions were (…) politically invisible” 
(Ibídem, p. 257). The Madres (soon after joined by Las Abuelas, the grandmothers of children 
and born-in-captivity babies to victims of the dictatorship), still march, every Thursday, at 
3:30 PM, and their silent walks can count as one of their many achievements as the other 
silence, the breaking of coercion.  
In her short story “La llave” (Simetrías, Valenzuela, 1993), Luisa Valenzuela retells 
the story of Barbazul (Charles Perrault’s fairy tale Bluebeard). It is a tale of domestic 
violence that, in fusing the traditional folk tale and parody, results in a transgressive version 
of Perrault’s indoctrinating original story. “La llave” is set in Buenos Aires, where the 
narrator has returned after living in exile. The protagonist is described as previously living in 
the United States, where she had been running workshops for women’s self-improvement. 
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The narrator tries to break the participants’ resistance to unveil violence. The metaphoric key 
of the story title is at the same time the one of Bluebeard’s castle – the one that “opens the 
door to the death chamber” – and that of the patriarchy (Kaminsky, 1999, p. 131). The once 
symbolic key (given to the women at the workshop to, metaphorically, open doors) becomes 
real and blood-stained at the very moment they transgress the unshakable limits of the 
patriarchal society. Thus, initially a tale of female bravery, it shifts from the domestic to the 
public realm as one woman, who wears a white kerchief, makes a public display of a blood-
stained key.  
The white kerchief is the visible symbol of resistance and reclamation, the 
woman who is willing to display the key and denounce the violence openly is 
one of the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo, whose valor has been celebrated all 
over the world. (…). The woman in the white kerchief has made the story 
public (…) (Ibídem, p. 131). 
Valenzuela uses the symbolic white kerchief of the Madres to conjoin domestic 
violence and state terrorism. Therefore, the allegorised Madres denounce violence by their 
mere presence.  
Nelly Martínez (2001) argues that “La llave” performs a decolonising reading of the 
traditional fairy tale. Understanding decolonisation as the act of “superar un ancestral 
sometimiento a poderes ajenos” as well as “afirmar derechos que son inalienables”, Martinez 
states that the decolonising project validates “el abrirse a la potencialidad subversiva” that 
which dwells in the unconscious (Martinez, 2001, p. 178). The fairy tales capture, according 
to Martinez, the double project of civilising and colonising individuals, of control and 
alienation, and, therefore, “contienen una dimensión tenebrosa” (Ibídem, p. 181). Such an 
ideologically charged dimension is unveiled by Valenzuela as indoctrinating and fear-led, a 
dimension that eventually results in silencing and marginalisation. “La llave” breaks through 
and decolonises, opens doors “cuyo franqueo está vedado” (Ibídem, p. 185) and subverts the 
official rhetoric, as opposed to Perrault’s Bluebeard which condemns the women’s wish to 
knowledge (curiosity). By empowering women, Valenzuela brings the subaltern to the fore, 
and by bringing the symbolic white kerchief of the Madres to the reader’s attention validates 
an image that is all a voiceless cry. 
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The contention of this thesis is that the subaltern groups of the 70s, as well as the ones 
of the new century, by making themselves visible by means of their sheer presence, resist 
injustice and, eventually, succeed in their plight. At the turn of the century, the cartoneros, as 
portrayed in El Mañana, embody resistance itself. Their marches, although intended as a 
resourceful way to gain a living by the informal collection and subsequent selling of 
cardboard, set forth new actors without political agency, reveal a negligent government and 
trigger social awareness. As Guha posits in this section’s initial quote, aware of their 
marginality, as they appear in the novel, the cartoneros’ march is a march of resistance. Their 
visibility becomes subversive as it lays bare institutional deficiency. 
This section has discussed the theories and general approach taken by the research, as 
well as arguing that the subaltern subject has not only been prevalent in the past but that it 
still exists in present-day Argentina’s social order. It went on to suggest that subalternity has 
been acknowledged and resisted in order to acquire or regain agency. The following section 
will focus on works of criticism of Luisa Valenzuela that are relevant to our study.  
 
 Section 2: Critical writing on Luisa Valenzuela: an overview  2.3
This section shows the trends and themes recurrent in the critical literature regarding 
Luisa Valenzuela, and where this thesis stands in relation to such studies. 
As has been pointed out in the introduction, Luisa Valenzuela is well known in both 
literary and academic circles. Her career developed over a period of well over fifty years, 
spanning two continents, in many conflictive socio-political contexts, and has a diverse range 
of themes. However, literary criticism on Valenzuela has consistently revolved around three 
main topics: power, gender and language, with all three intertwining, overlapping and 
speaking with each other. Power in the form of political absolutism, gender as patriarchal 
hierarchies, body and the erotic, and language as hegemonic discourses, comprise the leading 
agents of oppression that Valenzuela’s literary project sets out to question. In doing so, she 
prompts her readers to stand, aware and committed. 
Literary critics and scholars have approached her narrative through the lenses of 
feminism, nationalism, postmodernism, eroticism and humour (Diaz & Lagos, 1996); post-
structuralism, social psyche, memoria, the ludic aspects and aesthetics of language (Diaz, 
Madeiros-Lichem, Pfeiffer, 2010); literary representations of female subjectivities (Lagos, 
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2009); the interrelation between marginality and gender (Craig, 2005); literary eroticism and 
its narrative strategies (Grijalva Monteverde, 2011) and transgression (Cook, 1991). 
Due to such a diverse and broad corpus of critical literature and the manner in which 
they offer interconnected rather than individual themes with which Valenzuela is concerned, 
the chapter will attempt to provide an overview of main recurrent topics. Therefore, apart 
from providing a review of the literature on Valenzuela, it will further situate this work on its 
field. Additionally, by scrutinising her more recurrent themes, it will attempt to introduce El 
Mañana as Valenzuela’s ars poetica (Bianchi, 2011) (see Chapter 3: 3.1) or the summa of her 
chief preoccupations. 
 
 Emphasis on power abuse: The Dirty War according to 2.3.1
Valenzuela 
Valenzuela’s narrative received most attention during the eighties and nineties. Her 
fiction, primarily focusing on the link of power and gender, portrayed the plight of women in 
a patriarchal society within a highly political and mostly repressive context. It therefore 
attracted widespread criticism. Delving into Argentinean literature of the late seventies and 
well into the eighties, at the height of the so-called Dirty War, Jorgelina Corbatta published 
her critical study Narrativas de la Guerra Sucia en Argentina (Piglia, Saer, Valenzuela, Puig) 
in 1999. Authors and narratives of the 70s prompted Corbatta to investigate, through a socio-
political analysis of their narratives, the way in which they attempted to disclose, explain and 
preserve as memory the atrocities of Los años de Plomo
16. In analysing Valenzuela’s Como 
en la Guerra (1977) and Novela negra con argentinos (1990), within the violent and 
ferocious political context of the time, she throws new light on censorship (imposed by the 
military) and self-censorship (a by-product of state terrorism in a fear-led society) and dwells 
on the eliptic and encoded narrative strategies that attempted to say the unsayable. 
Furthermore, Corbatta traces a parallel between sexuality and politics, eroticism and power, 
“el desplazamiento de lo político por lo erótico” (Corbatta, 1999, p. 104), thus delving into 
feminine eroticism as an agent of transgression and resistance. In reference to the same 
period, Bruce Gartner explores torture, as depicted in Cola de lagartija (1983), a novel that 
attracted the most criticism of the whole of Valenzuela’s narrative. Gartner claims that 
Valenzuela’s “cuerpos despedazados” (dismembered bodies) allegorise “la intervención 
                                                 
16
 Another name given to the years of the Dictatorships in Argentina: 1976-1983. 
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dictatorial y opresiva en el cuerpo cívico y communal” (Díaz and Lagos, 1996, p. 80), 
therefore, not only challenging literary aesthetics but also questioning the oppressive 
measures of the regime. Moreover, and still expanding on Cola de lagartija, Nancy Christoph 
(1995) argues that the use of the grotesque “will shock, fascinate, and repulse the reader out 
of resigned ignorance and into the pursuit of further knowledge about the Argentine 
government’s activities, both past and present” (Christoph, 1995, p.379), thus breaking the 
silence. The novel denounces and transgresses not only political but also patriarchal power, 
claims Christoph, from a feminist viewpoint. Furthering the topic of transgression, albeit in a 
Foucauldian sense and within a post-structuralist perspective, in her book Poética de la 
transgresión en la novelística de Luisa Valenzuela (1991), Juana María Cordones-Cook 
argues that Valenzuela’s project challenges all aesthetic, ideological and political authority. 
By so doing, claims Cook, Valenzuela exposes reality in all its sickness (Cook, 1991). Along 
the same lines, and sharing Cook’s approach to Valenzuela’s uses of political allegory, Nelly 
Martínez, with her text El silencio que habla (1994), analyses the authoritarian system from a 
feminist viewpoint, in the Argentinean context of the 70s. Although deconstructing Western 
patriarchal power remains the focus, Martinez acknowledges Valenzuela’s texts as inevitably 
centring on the transgressive power of language. 
 
 Emphasis on power and language: the power of, and through, 2.3.2
language 
Unmistakably, power is the leading thread of most of Valenzuela’s texts; it is a luring 
force that, whether delved into (Díaz, 2007), challenged (Cook, 1991) or hyperbolised 
(Martínez, 1995) has somehow monopolised critical interest. However, sub-strands of 
criticism have developed, as in the case of Magnarelli’s 1988 Reflections, refractions, which 
explores the way in which Valenzuela challenges political certainties. By delving into 
Valenzuela’s discourse (in a corpus of nine books), Magnarelli centres her acute analysis on 
the relation between language and power, gender and politics. Language, states Magnarelli, is 
played with, manipulated and pushed by Valenzuela “to its ultimate possibilities” 
(Magnarelli, 1988, p. 4) by the use of eroticism in her prose, her polysemic language diverts 
the reader “from the central issue of the text, the political” (Ibídem, p. 191). Similarly, asserts 
the same critic, the military rhetoric of the 70s and 80s modifies reality is manipulated and 
played with. 
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Regarding language, Luisa Valenzuela, although a writer considered as belonging to 
the Post-Boom literary trend, poses a liminal case. While her acute need to question language 
and to examine language as malleable and able to bestow a plurality of significations for each 
signifier, her “emphasis on linguistic play, masks, ambiguity, and ‘analysis of the 
metaphorical and metonymical structure of language’” (Shaw, 1998, p. 97) reveals a strong 
legacy of the Boom. Nelly Martinez agrees with Shaw, stating that “Valenzuela has 
obsessively defied the established order with her own fictional practice, a practice that chiefly 
aims at releasing the meaning-producing potentiality of language” (Martínez, 1995, p. 698). 
Furthermore, Valenzuela’s postmodern novel El gato eficaz (1972) dwells on language as 
subversive of both censorship and self-censorship, questioning the “rigid nature of language 
which tends to freeze objects in time, creating a veneer of immutability” (Craig, 2005, p.136). 
Additionally, the novel poses a grammatical and semantic subversion in itself, as its broken 
language situates it, according to Craig, within carnivalesque literature. One of Valenzuela’s 
most usual textual practices in subverting language, claims Debra Castillo, is through the 
appropriation of “clichéd words and phrases, marking them and marking off her critical 
distance from them” (Castillo, 1992, p.100). Thus “the alienation from too familiar, 
uncontested terms can carry an implicit subversive comparatist thrust” (Ibídem, p. 101) 
 
 Emphasis on power and gender: politics, patriarchy, the body and 2.3.3
the erotic 
Gender marginality, as born from hegemonic power and arbitrary hierarchy 
formations in the patriarchal society, is a sub-strand of criticism approached by Linda Craig’s 
study on Marginality and gender (2005) on Juan Carlos Onetti, Manuel Puig and Luisa 
Valenzuela. Her book sheds new light not only on the topic of gendered marginality, but also 
on the literary identity of the Argentinean writer. Due to their bordering geographical 
position, their historical Eurocentric legacies, Craig claims, their writing is tinted. Focusing in 
three of Valenzuela’s novels, Hay que sonreír, El gato eficaz y Cola de lagartija, Craig, in 
taking primarily a Lacanian psychoanalytic approach, argues that Valenzuela challenges 
political mores, questions gender performativity and undermines linguistic oppression. Craig 
situates Valenzuela in the threshold between marginality and gender, and her female 
characters as marginalised from power and from language (Craig, 2005, p. 173). However, 
claims Craig, Valenzuela’s oeuvre attempts to restore them, to centre the margin. 
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Dina Grijalva Monteverde devotes an in-depth study to Valenzuela’s approach to 
literary eroticism and the way in which she performs both a rupture with the traditional 
literary cannon and a transgressive representation of “el Eros femenino” (Grijalva 
Monteverde, 2011, p. 13). Monteverde revisits the previously examined link between 
sexuality and power (Corbatta, 1999) (Medeiros-Lichem, 2002), posing a tradition of 
intermingled sexual and political violence within Argentinean literature. Valenzuela, 
Monteverde claims, explores this violence; her feminine characters are exposed to extreme 
situations of prison and torture, although through the erotic they regain life and freedom 
(Grijalva Monteverde, 2011, p. 151). 
As can be seen from the above, there are many strands of study on Luisa Valenzuela’s 
narrative. However, the selected novel has not yet received a thorough critical study and a 
subaltern approach has not been undertaken on it. Furthermore, an Argentinean literary and 
historical contextualisation of such an approach has not yet been given to a sole text of 
Valenzuela’s vast corpus. These two distinctive features are the core of this theses’ originality 
contribution. In terms of its structure, it establishes, firstly, the theoretical background to be 
followed by taking into account previous critical works in order to identify a recurrence of 
topics that concern the Argentinean writer and which have attracted the most criticism. 
Secondly, it explores the Argentinean past to identify the subaltern and the instances of 
subalternation throughout history, to finally find the subaltern in Valenzuela’s literary realm. 
Finally, it examines Valenzuela’s development and representations of current subaltern 
subjects in El Mañana, which, ultimately, constitutes the goal. The following chapters work 
to provide this goal. 
Clearly, this thesis does not attempt to embrace the totality of Valenzuela’s narrative, 
nor does it carry out an exhaustive analysis of any particular strand of interest. However, it 
represents the first in-depth study on El Mañana, a book that brings together Valenzuela’s 
reading of her immediate context, traces her evolution as a literary witness and activist and 
conjoins her major concerns. As such, this study, set within the Argentinean social, cultural 
and literary tradition, looks through the lenses of subaltern studies and enters into a 
conversation with Valenzuela’s literary quest and aims to add an original contribution to the 
already extensive corpus of criticism of the Argentinean writer.  
The next chapter describes the way in which El Mañana, from within Valenzuela’s 
narrative, constitutes both a portrayal and an active form of resistance to subalternity. 
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3 Chapter 3: El Mañana within Valenzuela’s narrative work 
 Introduction  3.1
While the previous chapter reviewed the literature and the theoretical framework to 
provide a context for the study conveyed in this thesis, this chapter will survey Luisa 
Valenzuela’s entire literary output to better situate El Mañana within it. It will look at her 
first novel Hay que sonreír (1966) through to El Mañana in order to exemplify and 
demonstrate her literary stand towards the marginal character and its construction, and then 
build an approach to subalternity. It is to be noted that it falls outside the scope of this project 
to address all the scholarship on the subaltern subject and will use only those works that serve 
as particular examples; the main focus of study being El Mañana. 
Bearing in mind that the novel has been referred to as Valenzuela’s ars poetica (Diaz, 
Medeiros-Lichem, Pfeiffer, 2010, p. 10; Bianchi, 2011), her legacy, the present project will 
align with this notion, El Mañana as summa or legacy, with the intention of advancing it. 
(…) se publicó recientemente El Mañana, una novela que condensa todos los 
tópicos del universo ficcional de Luisa Valenzuela. Con más de veinte libros 
inscriptos en la narrativa (en abrumadora mayoría) y en el ensayo, su 
novísimo volumen es de modo concluyente su ars poética, en donde se leen 
no solo los ejes que articulan todos sus textos sino también el diálogo que 
entre ellos se instaura (Bianchi, 2011, p. 52). 
Therefore, her 2010 novel will be taken as a summary of the chief literary focuses 
Valenzuela addresses in her narrative, and in so doing will trace their development. Firstly, 
the chapter will examine the topic of language as an instrument of power and subalternation; 
how it operates in the realms of politics, the patriarchal society and the gendered voice. 
Secondly, it will focus on patriarchy itself, the way in which an entrenched male-dominated 
society constitutes both a preoccupation and a provocation for subversion within Valenzuela’s 
narrative work. Lastly, it will concentrate on social class and its literary representations. It 
will survey the many forms in which class is revealed through social markers such as racial 
language, racial imagery, and how this is manifested in prejudice, discrimination and 
stigmatisation. In considering Valenzuela a “border writer” (Hicks, 1991), the chapter will 
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delve into the way in which she addresses means of confronting an ingrained and rather 
normalised social hierarchy and a constructed racial otherness. 
 
 Language and power 3.2
 That who owns the language 3.2.1
 
Not so very long ago, the earth numbered two thousand million inhabitants: 
five hundred million men, and one thousand five hundred million natives. The 
former had the Word; the others had the use of it.  
Jean Paul Sartre
17
 
 
In an attempt to locate El Mañana within Valenzuela’s work, the following sections 
will explore its recurrent themes, particularly those which elaborate on and re-conceptualise 
Sarmiento’s civilization-barbarism construct, thus defining the self against the other, the other 
who always appears subdued and diminished. It refers to the other, the barbarian, against 
which some other cultures, mostly Eurocentric, have built their own sense of identity. Their 
own experience of civilisation is brilliantly expressed by Alexandria-born Greek poet 
Constantine P. Cavafy in his poem ‘Waiting for the barbarians”, without whom, the civilising 
mission and the very identity of the civilised are deemed pointless:  
 (…) Why this sudden restlessness, this confusion? 
(How serious people’s faces have become.) 
Why are the streets and squares emptying so rapidly?  
Everyone going home so lost in thought? 
Because night has fallen and the barbarians have not come. 
And some who have just returned from the border say there are no barbarians 
any longer. 
And now, what’s going to happen to us without barbarians? 
They were those people, a kind of solution (Cavafy & Mendelsohn, 2009). 
                                                 
17
 Preface of The wretched of the earth (Fanon & Philcox, 2007, p. 7) 
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Valenzuela roams ‘barbarian lands’ to find her characters and has her fictional 
characters break through the power structures that subjugate them, making them overcome 
that voiceless, barbarian state. She creates literary spaces where this dichotomy is reversed, or 
does not withstand, or is undermined and invalidated. Thus Sarmiento’s barbarians continue 
to be a focus, their voices restored and the entire opposition is questioned by her literary 
endeavour. The implicit hierarchical relation enclosed in this antagonism preoccupies 
Valenzuela throughout her work. The critic Nelly Martínez suggests that Valenzuela’s 
leading literary themes stem from her blunt, ardent commitment to those on the margins of 
society: 
Valenzuela’s main preoccupation throughout the years has been the repressive 
character of our primarily masculinist Western culture. Thus the fate of 
women - perhaps the archetypal repressed - as well as that of all marginalized 
peoples, is at the centre of the fictional realms she creates (Martínez, 1995.) 
Thus, as a legacy of Sarmiento’s barbarian, Valenzuela’s repressed characters have no 
voice of their own, or, better still, they do, and in the words of Arundhati Roy “they are 
deliberately silenced” or “preferably unheard”18. 
The etymology of the ancient Greek term barbarian theoretically imitates what was 
perceived as the babbling of non-Greeks; it would sound like our current blah-blah (bar-bar). 
The implications of this are two-fold: on one level, it suggests a lack of understanding, as the 
other’s language is deemed incomprehensible; at a deeper level, it shows a reluctance to 
construct a dialogue (Boletsi, 2007). The absence of that dialogue, of a common ground, to 
co-participate in language feeds the perpetuation of the antinomy civilized-barbarian, the one 
unable to communicate succumbs to the one that owns the language. Therefore, preferably 
unheard, the barbarian and their babbling become subalternised. Additionally, the Mexican 
philosopher Leopoldo Zea claims that the distinction appears established through language 
ownership and language borrowing. He goes on to say that humanity itself is moulded upon 
the very privilege of owning the language, thus setting the foundations for power hierarchies 
and domination through language. 
                                                 
18
 Roy, A. (2007) 2004 City of Sydney Peace Prize Lecture. 7 November 2004. ABC Radio National. 
http://www.abc.net.au/rn/bigidea/stories/s1232956.htm(accessed 19 July 2009) 
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(…) those who have to ‘bargain for humanity’ versus those who grant 
humanity, those who babble wanting to make the borrowed word their own, 
versus those who own ‘the Word’ (Zea & Oliver, 1992, p. xxiii). 
According to Beatriz Sarlo, Sarmiento’s Facundo exposes the idea of America as one 
that must be included in a universal pro-civilisation movement, albeit resorting to violent 
persuasive measures might be an imperative. Notwithstanding his status as an intellectual, 
Sarmiento’s only source of power is his discourse and his writing (B. Sarlo & Saítta, 2007), 
and consequently it is with words that he would later attain power in politics to attempt to 
apply his model. The capacity of language to persuade, manipulate and subdue is further 
explored by Zea when he revisits Shakespeare’s play The Tempest to demonstrate the efforts 
made by Prospero to impose his language on Caliban in order to civilise him: 
(…) los esfuerzos y desesperación de Próspero por imponer a Calibán su 
propio lenguaje, esto es, el significado de su dominio para que Calibán lo 
acepte, y la resistencia de Calibán para asumir como propio el lenguaje del 
hombre que le ha despojado, esclavizado y encadenado (Zea, 1988, p. 283).  
Moreover, hegemony through discourse comprises the invalidation of the voice of the 
oppressed by the oppressor, and, as Judith Butler claims, the possible granting of speech to 
the oppressed, although a speech built on the very terms of the oppressor (Butler, 1990). 
Thus ‘barbarian’, the collective construction of a speechless other, describes a subject 
depicted in terms of their incapacity to speak and to question their own construction (Boletsi, 
2007). In contrast, Valenzuela’s restored fictionalised barbarians in El Mañana and the rest of 
her extensive narrative possess agency to question, to appeal for a space in language, a space 
that might be claimed and owned. Peligrosas palabras, Valenzuela’s collection of essays, 
refers to women entering a male dominated discourse to appropriate it: 
Es una lenta e incansable tarea de apropiamiento, de transformación. De ese 
lenguaje hecho de ‘malas palabras’ que nos fue vedado a las mujeres durante 
siglos y del otro lenguaje, el cotidiano, que debíamos manejar con sumo 
cuidado, con respeto y fascinación porque de alguna manera no nos 
pertenecía. Ahora estamos rompiendo y reconstruyendo (Valenzuela, 2002, p. 
39). 
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Therefore, the awareness of that nullification of speech is evident in her writing in the 
way that her characters can read themselves in the voice of the oppressor and, from there, 
initiate their transgression. Valenzuela builds her discourse with the other’s language, “un 
material signado por el otro (…) transgrediendo las barreras, rompiendo las cánones, en busca 
de esa voz propia” (Ibídem, pp.41-42). 
 
 That who remains silent 3.2.2
 The novel El Mañana also portrays a clear-cut illustration of the discourse of 
dominance and silent resistance. For instance, in conversation with his wife, Don Gerardo 
(see Chapter 4: 4.4.1), the doorman and male character, states his words as an unquestionable 
truth. In contrast, Olga, his wife, endures in silence, in the way she is expected to, and 
although she is aware of her own subjugation, the situation remains uncontested: 
Vaya uno a saber qué escribía (…) menos mal que en mi casa [emphasis 
added] no entra un libro (…) bien lo viste por la tele, son todas unas 
terroristas, mirá que las mosquitas muertas son las peores y ésta puede que nos 
haya parecido muy tranquila y hasta buena persona y amable, si insistís con 
eso, pero así son las caretas esas que después te van a pegar una puñalada 
trapera, te lo digo yo [emphasis added].  
En tu casa que también es la mía [emphasis added], fíjate vos, no entra un 
libro ni ninguna otra cosa porque no cabe nada, (…), le pudo haber contestado 
[emphasis added] doña Olga a don Gerardo Sánchez, su marido el portero, 
pero ella no era de esas [emphasis added] (…) (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 129). 
In her silent endurance Olga allows Don Gerardo’s utterance to prevail, thus his 
supremacy is perpetuated. As posited by Judith Butler: “Language assumes and alters its 
power to act upon the real through locutionary acts, which, repeated, become entrenched 
practices and, ultimately, institutions” (Butler, 1990, p. 148). Therefore, the dominant male 
continues to own the word and impose silence; his power thrives, upholding in the very 
utterance what soon becomes dogma. 
Two of Valenzuela’s books of short stories, Aquí pasan cosas raras (1975) (Strange 
things happen here, 1979) and Cambio de armas (Other Weapons, 1983), exemplify 
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Valenzuela’s analysis of the dyad power-powerlessness exercised by means of discourse. In 
Other weapons, she unmasks the hidden and the unsaid of the dictatorship of the seventies in 
Argentina, elaborating on the influence of an imposed silence to attain hegemonic power. 
However, her focus remains on the private sphere, where her fictional weapons are her words, 
intermingled with those applied to the very tissue of society tortured by the regime. In 
Strange things happen here, likewise, she explores discourses of power in the same socio-
political context, but in this case Valenzuela deepens it by scrutinising the public sphere 
(Saltz, 1987). Set in Buenos Aires where “se había roto la legendaria calma” (Valenzuela, 
1975) and where the author had returned after a long period of voluntary exile, the stories 
portray Valenzuela’s perception of how “everything had gone more underground, become 
secretive and terrifying because we were falling down the slide of mutedeness” (Valenzuela, 
1979). The silence imposed through state terrorism is enforced through collective fear. In the 
words of Fernando Aínsa, such silence could only be broken by a voice that speaks up and in 
so doing embraces a “culture of remembering” (Ainsa & Kadir, 1995, p. 688) 
Valenzuela also approaches silence in a way in which multifaceted richness is 
unmasked and capitalised upon. Silence can be enforced, resulting in unresponsive subjects in 
a submissive state, as seen in El Mañana in a rather powerful example of the patriarchal 
order. While in conversation with his wife, one of Villa Indemnización’s residents asserts his 
authority and silences the woman:  
(…) se asombró cuando él le dijo que le planchara el traje azul. O más bien se 
alarmó. ¿Dónde pensás ir, Negro?, osó preguntarle y a ella qué le importa pero 
igual le explicó que la cosa no tenía nada que ver con hembras, así que no te 
metás y planchalo. (…). Cirujear con esta pilcha, qué querés que te diga… 
¡No quiero que me digas nada! Calladita nomas la boca que yo sé lo que hago. 
(Valenzuela 2010, p. 309). 
Imposed silence is also portrayed in Valenzuela’s 1977 novel Como en la guerra. The 
novel opens with a chronicle of a man’s rape and torture. Written in the midst of the 
Argentinean Dirty War, such a chronicle refers us to the types of torture suffered by so-called 
subversives. Emily Tomlinson claims that the man is tortured “not upon answers but upon 
silence”, in the face of which “he struggles vainly to ‘reshape and recompose (p.5) a rapidly 
dispersing subjectivity that has by now become both individual and collective” (Tomlinson, 
1998, p.695). Based on Elaine Scarry’s notions, Tomlinson calls the form of silencing 
 90 
 
obtained by torture “linguistic shrinkage”. Furthermore, Scarry states that torture aims to 
destroy the body by making it unequivocally present while making the voice absent by 
extinguishing it. 
Another of Valenzuela’s short stories, “Simetrías”, also dwells on torture, in this case 
female torture. The story provides a dual perspective, that of the repressor/torturer and that of 
the victim. Gwendolyn Diaz claims that “Simetrías” explores “the relationship between body, 
language and power, as well as the coercive structures that privilege one gender, social order, 
or political view over another” (Diaz, G., 1995, p. 751). 
Nosotros las miramos pero ellas no nos ven. Están encapuchadas o les hemos 
vendado los ojos. Tabicadas, decimos. Las miramos de arriba abajo y también 
las miramos por dentro, les metemos cosas, las perforamos y punzamos y 
exploramos. Les metemos más cosas, no siempre nuestras, a veces más 
tremendas que las nuestras. Ellas chillan si es que les queda un hilo de voz 
[emphasis added]. Después nos las llevamos a cenar sin tabique y sin capucha 
y sin siquiera ese hilo de voz (…) (Valenzuela, 1993, p.47). 
Although the actions depicted in El Mañana do not coerce into silence by means of 
physical torture, the book delves on muteness by means of isolation and the lack of 
communication with the public realm, in addition to a continuous invasion of the 
protagonist’s private sphere. 
Valenzuela further explores silence in her collection of essays Peligrosas Palabras 
(2002). She states that an unapproachable silence, which comprises the ineffable, the unsaid 
or the unsayable, reaches scream pitch:  
Y no hablemos de los silencios de los que de todos modos es imposible hablar. 
Lo no dicho, lo tácito y lo omitido y lo censurado y lo sugerido cobran la 
importancia de un grito (Valenzuela, 2002, p. 33). 
El grito (the scream) goes unheard in El Mañana. Elisa’s frustration and 
powerlessness under house arrest, and Melisa’s seclusion in Villa Indemnización are both a 
suppressed silent scream: 
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 Un aullido casi siempre inaudible, inexpresable, pero más ensordecedor que 
manada de lobos aullándole a la desesperante luna. Como si los lobos que 
llevaba enquistados en el alma se hubieran corporizado para atormentarla. 
Ahora silencio de lobos y de aullidos. Sentir como un remanso, algo que se va 
aplacando en su interior como agua de estanque después del temporal 
(Valenzuela, 2010, p. 211). 
Furthermore, in El Mañana silence also becomes menacing. It is what is left unsaid at 
the Writers’ Congress rather what is said that is deemed a profound emptiness, a dangerous 
void to which, allegedly, the arrests can be attributed: 
¿Qué fue lo que se dijo entonces para desencadenar el desastre? Fue más bien 
lo que no se dijo, algo que habrá quedado titilando en los silencios, algo que el 
río les trajo o se llevó o ambas cosas. (…) solo una latencia, (…) solo ser para 
sí e ir creciendo con el correr de las noches como con el correr de ciertas 
frases que fueron dichas en dichas horas nocturnas quizás creció algo 
inexpresable a punto tal que ni siquiera pudo ella recordar su emergencia (…). 
Algo a tal punto inefable, inexpresable (Valenzuela, 2010, pp. 234-5). 
Si no existiera el silencio no habría posibilidad de palabra alguna. El silencio 
le dibuja a la palabra su contorno y viceversa. No fue en lo que se dijo sino en 
lo silenciado que estribó el peligro (Ibídem, p. 235). 
Silence by torture, silence as resistance, silence as emptiness and silence loaded with 
threatening messages are all recurrent themes in Valenzuela’s literary project. The following 
section explores the author’s approach to language, in the way in which it is seen as a means 
to exercise power. 
 
 Language according to Valenzuela  3.2.3
In an attempt to identify a strand of thought behind Valenzuela’s approach to the 
language and power correlation, I will look at some of the critical work undertaken on her 
fictional work. As already mentioned in the literary review (Chapter 2), one of Valenzuela’s 
main critics, Sharon Magnarelli, claims that her work focuses on three interrelated areas: 
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language, women and politics, all attempting to undermine uneven power relations conceived 
and conveyed by, and within, language: 
Her work is clearly an attempt to free language and women from the shackles 
of society and in so doing to liberate us all from language and the socio-
political structures and prisons which are the products of that discourse. 
Although such thematic concerns might easily produce a prosaic, pedantic, 
pretentious literature, such is certainly not the case with Valenzuela, for her 
work is circumscribed by its playfulness and its humour as she toys with, 
manipulates and pushes language to its ultimate possibilities (Magnarelli, 
1984, p. 10). 
By the same token, Gwendolyn Diaz maintains that the three leading themes 
throughout Valenzuela’s work are the political, the erotic and the ludic, with power and 
language underlying them all (Diaz et al., 2010). Furthermore, English scholar Donald Shaw 
claims that, as a legacy of Boom literature, Valenzuela performs a questioning of language in 
her narrative, and, in the post-Boom writer fashion, she acknowledges the political force of 
language in the act of oppression (Shaw, 1998). Additionally, and returning to Magnarelli, on 
Valenzuela’s collection of short stories, Aquí pasan cosas raras (1975) the focus lies on 
discourse and power: 
The oppression of human beings by other human beings and our apparently 
limitless capacity for double thinking, double speaking and virtual blindness, 
as once again, Valenzuela suggests that the political is defined by the misuse 
of a discourse which supports and justifies governmental oppression 
(Magnarelli cited in Shaw, 1998, p. 99). 
Power, therefore, can only be conceived of as an abstraction unless words can define 
it. Words travel from a place of enunciation to a place of reception, in the direction of power, 
to attest it. Words, among other things, constitute a language, and the sharing of a language, 
made of words but transcending them, becomes then the only way of resisting that power 
implied by discourse. The lack of language means powerlessness, much in the way that the 
ownership of it enables domination. In her “Pequeño Manifiesto” (Valenzuela, 2001), 
Valenzuela states that literature attempts to repair neither political nor social injustice but, 
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rather, endeavours to instigate and unsettle ideas, to stir them so that they do not stagnate and 
decay. Therefore, her literary intervention ruffles the hegemonic order; her voice challenges 
its messianic monologue in order to break its supremacy. Nelly Martínez maintains in her 
article “Dangerous Messianisms: the World according to Valenzuela” that the underlying 
principle of Valenzuela’s narrative continues to be the undermining of language-ridden 
domination: 
Keenly aware that it is through language – that is, through the 
institutionalization of a privileged discourse – that repression is effected, 
Valenzuela has obsessively defied the established order with her own fictional 
practice, a practice that chiefly aims at releasing the meaning-producing 
potentiality of language (Martínez, 1995, p. 698). 
In her analysis of Valenzuela’s short story “Transparencies”, Martínez claims that the 
writer addresses the dilemma of a language made transparent, which means “dispossessed of 
its intrinsic ambiguity and meaning-producing power” (Martínez, 1995, p. 698) and is 
compelled only to pronounce the sacred truths. The story concentrates on a despotic figure’s 
attempts to enforce his truth as univocal. This kind of messianic governor “appropriates 
language to render it transparent and ensure univocality in his kingdom” (Ibídem, p. 698). In 
so doing, he aims to eliminate all doubt and to suffocate all voices of dissent, while leaving 
“no room for ambiguities or uncertainties of meaning, for symbols or metaphors, [therefore] 
poetic language is anathema” (Ibídem, p. 698). Valenzuela exhibits an ever-changing notion 
of truth, continues Martínez, which sits directly in accordance with her ideas of language and 
its incapability of establishing consecrated, inflexible truths. In the language of Valenzuela, 
“there is no room for privileged discourses or Messianisms, for cannibalisms or self-
cannibalisms. Instead, there is room for empowerment and for deliverance” (Ibídem, p. 699). 
On the same story, Ricardo Gutiérrez Mouat claims that the story, a “literary and linguistic 
manifesto” (Gutiérrez Mouat, 1995, p. 709) takes on Foucauldian notions of the link between 
knowledge and power. With the aim of securing such a link, the speaker/dictator aims to 
eradicate heteroglossia. Heteroglossia must be abolished, along with any ambiguous elements 
of language, in order to maintain “the functioning of the eye of power, of the panopticon” 
(Ibidem, p. 709). Therefore, Gutiérrez Mouat continues, Luisa Valenzuela ridicules the 
univocality of language; she destabilises the fossilised meaning through the accumulation of 
significations for every signifier. In a multipronged onslaught, she attempts to disarticulate 
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the rigidity of established meanings. Patricia Rubio further argues on these notions in her 
article “Fragmentation in Luisa Valenzuela's Narrative”: 
The intention to destroy the meaning associated with a specific signifier is 
unmistakable. Valenzuela achieves this either by negating or by affirming -but 
always to the breaking point- the ambiguity of the linguistic sign (1989, p. 
289). 
In “El don de la palabra” (Valenzuela, 1976), claims Donald Shaw, a tale that begins 
with a leader (Perón) addressing the crowds but finishes “with an omniscient narrator 
sarcastically describing the masses, permanently packed into symbolic trenches from where 
they listen enraptured” (Shaw, 1998, p. 100), Valenzuela exposes the effect of an intoxicating 
“fustian rhetoric” (Ibídem, p. 100). The masses are spoken to; un-thinking masses are 
inebriated by discourse, and thus easily subdued. Clearly a chief preoccupation for 
Valenzuela, the power of language to repress makes her write her short stories (and in similar 
fashion, her entire narrative) as “maquinitas de pensar” (Valenzuela, 1999). Thus the 
language in her fiction challenges rather than asserts, poses questions rather than answers, 
ambiguities rather than certainties, to have the reader take an active part in her literary quest.  
 
 Agamben’s legacy 3.2.4
Lo indecible está custodiado por el lenguaje mucho más celosamente de lo que 
podría estarlo por el silencio. Giorgio Agamben (as cited in Valenzuela, 2010, 
p. n/a). 
Alex Murray examines Giorgio Agamben’s place of negativity along with his rather 
convoluted analysis of Hagel’s conceptions of language, asserting that to comprehend the 
quintessence of language we can only enter it by acknowledging that words essentially 
deceive. In order to make sense of the world, Murray continues, Hagel posits the notion of 
sense-certainty, which means that “our immediate sensual impression of the world is true and 
accurate” (Murray, 2010, p. 15). However, such accuracy, suggests Hagel, cannot be 
communicated by an abstraction (as language appears to be). It is here that we find ourselves 
facing Agamben’s opening quote in El Mañana with its reference to the unspeakable; in it 
Agamben renders language as rather inappropriate for securing meaning: 
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The unspeakable here is guarded by language, much more jealously than it 
was guarded by the silence (…) so language guards the unspeakable by 
speaking it, that is, by grasping it in its negativity” (G. Agamben, Pinkus, & 
Hardt, 2006, pp. 13-14). 
Thus, a truth nullifying all other truths is almost unthinkable, since there is no 
language to express it, contain it and, ultimately, to set it in stone as univocal truth. Again, 
here, in choosing to open the novel with Agamben’s quote, Valenzuela asserts her conviction 
of the uncertainty, ambiguity and contradictions that are to be expected in language. Such 
imprecision appears to divert the attention away from where the unspeakable dwells.  
 
 The power in silence 3.2.5
The work of short stories, Simetrías (1993), Symmetries in its English translation, is 
considered important in revealing yet another of Valenzuela’s innovative approaches to 
language. Although seemingly unconnected, this collection of nineteen short stories revolve 
around themes as unrelated as the political context of the seventies and the rewriting of 
traditional fairy tales, but also dwell on the topic of language and power. In her analysis of 
one of its stories, “Tango”, Sharon Magnarelli claims that underlying this short story about a 
woman’s encounters in a tango salon, is a discourse of power revealed from the first utterance 
“me dijeron” (they told me). A very male-led dance, the tango renders the female partner 
submissive, not only in the dance itself but also in all the rituals relating to the tango. With a 
pat to the woman’s back, a silent signal, the male partner instructs her to follow his lead. 
Otherwise, it suggests staying in “punto muerto”19 waiting for him to complete his 
“firuletes”20. Deeply internalised male discourses, continues Magnarelli, are powerful in 
attaining submission (Magnarelli, 1995).  
Valenzuela’s works as an essayist, such as Peligrosas Palabras (2001), where the 
author assembles thirty years of literary engagement (Valenzuela, 2001, p. 13), revise the 
power of language and the language of power. She claims that as a writer she assumes the 
duty of trawling through the ghosts of the past in an attempt to unveil it. Ultimately, she 
endeavours to question the normative state and, by means of literary devices (the grotesque, 
                                                 
19
 ‘Punto muerto’ (neutral) refers here, in tango jargon, to come to a full stop in the dance. 
20
 ‘Firuletes’ are, also in tango jargon, the complicated steps that the tango dancers execute in order to demonstrate their 
abilities. 
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parody, black humour), elude censorship. She writes with social and political commitment 
with a feminist agenda. In Valenzuela’s words: 
(…) nunca podemos permitirnos la cómoda tierra firme de la seguridad a 
ultranza donde se regodean aquellos que han matado a su otro animal, ya sea 
el político o el literario. Aquellos que se autodenominan respectivamente 
literatos o políticos, y no son lo que somos nosotras: el escenario de una lucha 
que muchas veces nos desgarra (Valenzuela, 2002, p. 86). 
Moreover, Giorgio Agamben explores the power of the ineffability of language, a 
notion that Valenzuela herself examines not only as an essayist but also in the novel which 
concerns us. Throughout the novel the notion of secret remains as the powerful impossibility 
of speech to utter the unsayable. Agamben brings the concept of presupposition to that vacant 
space of the spoken word, stating that the meaning of the spoken word relies on a prior 
assumption of what remains un-spoken: 
The ineffable, the un-said, are in fact categories which belong exclusively to 
human language; far from indicating a limit of language, they express its 
invincible power of presupposition, the unsayable being precisely what 
language must presuppose in order to signify (Agamben, 1993/2007, p. 4). 
El Mañana’s secret, unrevealed throughout the novel, carries a level of resistance, and 
because of this remains undisclosed, thus retaining the ownership of the ineffable word. The 
women’s silence in all its force, with its “invincible power of presupposition”, exposes a 
menacing void that those who appear to bestow full authority cannot decipher. 
 
 A gendered language 3.2.6
Valenzuela’s exploration of language goes further; the concept of a gender-charged 
language has been and continues to be her preoccupation as she journeys through the largely 
neglected language of women – the secrecy of language, the unsaid and ineffable. According 
to Stephen Hart, she has advocated the notion of gender-specific writing: 
Valenzuela forcefully rejects the apartheid suffered by women, their bodies 
and their writing and proposes a ‘lenguaje hémbrico’ to counter the hegemony 
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of patronymic discourse. The question to be raised here is to what extent this 
lenguaje hémbrico is in evidence in her creative writing (Hart, 1999, p. 137). 
After posing this question, Hart goes on to explore Valenzuela’s fiction, concluding 
that feminine writing differs from that of male writing, and further and more active 
exploration into the parameters of women’s literature is needed (Ibídem, p. 138). 
Valenzuela’s search for a feminine language, for what she calls the appropriation of woman’s 
own language (Valenzuela, 2002, p. 20) is a subject that has been addressed and revisited 
throughout her literary career ever since the publication of her first novel Hay que sonreír. 
Silence is required of women, and persists throughout El Mañana, and the word is loaded in 
favour of the hegemonic order, gender hierarchies and domination. Furthermore, in his 
analysis of Valenzuela’s Cambio de armas (1982), Hart posits that the notion of feminine 
writing is addressed in an intricate fashion; all of the five short stories in the collection 
“follow a pattern of a birthing of feminine consciousness which typically is embodied by a 
linguistic metaphor” (Hart, 1999, p. 137). 
Ultimately, and as Valenzuela herself summarises in an interview with the 
Argentinean newspaper La Nación, El Mañana possesses three basic themes: gender and 
language, class and language, and power and language. 
[La novela es] una investigación sobre el lenguaje común y corriente y las 
diferencias lingüísticas entre géneros y clases sociales. También una 
indagación en el dominio de los otros a través del lenguaje (as cited in Lojo, 
2010). 
It is in the exploration of these themes that Valenzuela’s characters unveil, denounce 
and disarticulate a centralising power transmitted by language, a loaded language endorsing 
self-perpetuating inequalities. Borges claims that writing is “esa haragana artillería hacia lo 
invisible” (Borges, 1998, p. 143). Valenzuela’s literary artillery goes far beyond the invisible; 
it traverses the unsayable while revealing that which is withheld. She uses the power of her 
feminine language to undermine the language of power, as in the aforementioned short story 
“Transparencies”, and prompts its self-invalidation. In the words of María Inés Lagos, 
Valenzuela’s gender representations posit “[una] continua insubordinación a los modelos” 
(Lagos, 2009, p. 308), and her language breaks the patriarchal model:  
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(…) la boca era y sigue siendo el hueco más amenazador del cuerpo femenino: 
puede eventualmente decir lo que no debe ser dicho, revelar el oscuro deseo, 
desencadenar las diferencias amenazadoras que subvierten el cómodo 
esquema del discurso falocéntrico, el muy paternalista (Valenzuela, 2002, p. 
38). 
Therefore, women are moving forward from being “sujeto de la sujeción, pasando por 
ser sujeto del enunciado” to finally achieving their due place as being “sujeto de la 
enunciación” (Valenzuela, 2002, p. 18). 
The following section concentrates on gender order and on the way in which it 
deprives women of their voices; although, and in the words of Arundhati: “There's really no 
such thing as the 'voiceless'. There are only the deliberately silenced or the preferably 
unheard”21 
  
  Patriarchal voices and women silences 3.3
In contemporary patriarchal culture, a panoptical male connoisseur resides 
within the consciousness of most women: they stand perpetually before his 
gaze and under his judgement. Woman lives her body as seen by another, by 
an anonymous patriarchal Other (Sandra Lee Bartky in Lagos, 2009). 
Las mujeres fuimos relegadas en el mapa del lenguaje, a las tierras cenagosas, 
las zonas inestables, contaminadas. Con el lenguaje se nos minimizó, se nos 
denigró desde tiempo inmemorial. 
 Luisa Valenzuela (as cited in Grijalva Moteverde, 2011, p. 61). 
 
                                                 
21
 Roy, A. (2007) 2004 City of Sydney Peace Prize Lecture. 7 November 2004. ABC Radio National. 
http://www.abc.net.au/rn/bigidea/stories/s1232956.htm(accessed 19 July 2009) 
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 The panoptical gaze 3.4
This panoptical gaze cannot but refer us to Foucault allusions of Bentham’s 
panopticon, as described in Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (1977)  
(…) a state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic 
functioning of power. So to arrange things that the surveillance is permanent 
in its effects, even if it is discontinuous in its action; that the perfection of 
power should tend to render its actual exercise unnecessary; that this 
architectural apparatus should be a machine for creating and sustaining a 
power relation independent of the person who exercises it; in short, that the 
inmates should be caught up in a power situation of which they are themselves 
the bearers. (Foucault, 1977, p. 202). 
Foucault states that the prisoner becomes the bearer of that power. Likewise, women 
under the patriarchal yoke normalise their position of powerlessness in such a way that they 
contribute to the perpetuation of the gendered order. The perception of women under a 
perpetual masculine gaze and subject to perpetual masculine judgement develops to a point 
where they watch themselves in order to abide by the patriarchal normative construction of 
gender performativity. Furthermore, unverifiable surveillance coupled with unawareness of 
their subjugation becomes a persistent state: 
Bentham laid down the principle that power should be visible and 
unverifiable. Visible: the inmate will constantly have before his eyes the tall 
outline of the central tower from which he is spied upon. Unverifiable: the 
inmate must never know whether he is being looked at at any one moment; but 
he must be sure that he may always be so. (…) The Panopticon is a machine 
for dissociating the see/being seen dyad (Foucault, 1977, p. 202). 
Valenzuela undermines the panoptical gaze and judgement of patriarchy. She critiques 
the hegemony concealed in official discourses and, therefore, she confronts the uniformity of 
the hegemonic voice with a polyphonic narrative of resistance:  
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No me reconozco tanto en la escritura fragmentada como en la polifonía, una 
multiplicidad de voces para enfrentar el discurso hegemónico, unívoco 
(Valenzuela, 2002, p. 15). 
The male-constructed gender hierarchy in Argentina can be traced back to the time of 
Independence. The normalised state of female submissiveness appears in the words of 
nineteenth century thinkers such as Juan Bautista Alberdi. He validates that submission in a 
condescending way; women are expected to keep their own company, to be austere in their 
lives and education, and, on the whole, remain unsophisticated. They should, in a stoical way, 
attend to domestic matters to the exclusion of everything else: 
En cuanto a la mujer, artífice modesto y poderoso, que, desde su rincón, hace 
las costumbres privadas y públicas, organiza la familia, prepara el ciudadano y 
echa las bases del Estado, su instrucción no debe ser brillante. No debe 
consistir en talentos de ornato y lujo exterior, como la música, el baile, la 
pintura, según ha sucedido hasta aquí. Necesitamos señoras y no artistas. La 
mujer debe brillar con el brillo del honor, de la dignidad, de la modestia de su 
vida. Sus destinos son serios; no ha venido al mundo para ornar el salón, sino 
para hermosear la soledad fecunda del hogar. Darle apego a su casa, es 
salvarla; y para que la casa la atraiga, se debe hacer de ella un Edén (Alberdi, 
1945, p. 65). 
Through her narrative, Valenzuela attempts to destabilise the oppressive mechanisms 
of patriarchal paradigms, unmasking the intricacies of power and questioning its legitimacy. 
The critic Nelly Martinez claims that Luisa Valenzuela's insight into the liberation of women 
from patriarchal restraints appears as a recurrent topos in both her essays and her fiction. This 
is the case in works such as El gato eficaz (1972), Cambio de armas (1982) and Novela negra 
con argentinos (1990), which protest against patriarchy by questioning its repressive 
schemes. By utilising the discursive practice of writing with the body
22
, the critic proceeds, 
Valenzuela defies rationality and in doing so defies the hegemonic order: 
                                                 
22
 The notion of writing with the body has a strong presence in Valenzuela’s literary project. “Escribir con el cuerpo” gives 
name to one of the essays of her collection Peligrosas palabras (2001) and means, according to author, not the body language, 
but “es un estar comprometida de lleno en un acto que es en esencia un acto literario” (p. 121). However, Valenzuela herself 
also claims that ultimately, the concept is deemed impossible to decipher (G.J. Díaz & Lagos, 1996, p. 53).  
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A practice she has consistently embraced, writing with the body aims at 
freeing the linguistic signifier, the symbolic body of the sign, from cultural 
restrictions, and at causing it to produce meanings that are often unexpected 
and nearly always liberating and thus conducive to knowledge. The author's 
interest in the release of the linguistic signifier and the female body from 
patriarchal limitations appears to have evolved (…) and reached an important 
stage with the publication of La travesía in 2000 (Martínez, 2004, p. 92). 
 Subverting gender hierarchies 3.4.1
The subject of gender order, which is intimately linked with power, is another matter 
she explores in her narrative. The collection of short stories, Cambio de armas (1982), 
explores the utmost degree to which an oppressed woman can be coerced through the 
violence inflicted not only on the body but on the psyche, through a univocal discourse that 
objectivises the woman (Cangas, 1993). These asymmetrical gender relationships appear to 
result in social and political inequality and injustice (G.J. Díaz, 2007). In her work Política de 
transgresión en la novelística de Luis Valenzuela (1991) Cordones-Cook claims that in 
Cambio de Armas Valenzuela subverts the violent hierarchy in place; however, that 
subversion warily avoids substituting one order for another, but allows the free play of 
interchangeable hierarchies (Cook, 1991, p. 53). Delving into the last story of the collection, 
the homonym “Cambio de armas”, Parada Cangas elaborates on the power games played out 
between Laura, a left-wing activist, and her torturer, Roque. The abuses suffered by the 
prisoner leave her in a pre-verbal state, in a way that she is unable to communicate; that is, 
produce and perceive linguistic signs. Thus the abusive language that the colonel regularly 
uses against her results not only in indoctrination and brainwashing but also in resistance, as 
she remains silent: 
Se origina así un juego de poder en donde el silencio de Laura se configura 
como recurso de resistencia ante la presión de la fuerza dominante de militar. 
Este silencio-que no es en este caso una condición impuesta desde afuera sino 
el síntoma psicológico correspondiente al daño orgánico provocado-le permite 
distanciarse del hombre. Al no responder a su intimidante conminación verbal 
que le exige la palabra, Laura le resta poder al lenguaje masculino 
neutralizando, en cierta medida, la eficacia del castigo (Parada Cangas, 2005, 
p. 179). 
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Furthermore, Diaz claims that in “The peephole”, one of the four sections of the story 
“Cambio de armas”, Valenzuela reflects on the way in which the subject is constructed 
through the gaze of others. Roque sexually abuses Laura in front of his colleagues, who watch 
through the peephole. Thus, continues Diaz, he “construes his identity in terms of his 
dominance and her subjugation” (Diaz, 1995, p. 753). The search for validation of his 
masculinity through the act of oppression “brings to mind Hegel’s view of the master, who 
sees the slave as merely another consciousness through which he can validate his superiority” 
(Ibídem, p. 752).  
However, in her analysis of Cola de lagartija, “Cambio de armas” y “Simetrías”, Dina 
Grijalva Monteverde claims that although the three texts portray the supremacy of the 
patriarchal power on the realm of sexuality, this does not remain uncontested; the female 
victims of oppression challenge the established gender order (Grijalva Monteverde, 2011, p. 
189). Therefore, and borrowing María Lugones’s concept of “percepción arrogante” (Lagos, 
2009, p. 80), it could be stated that Valenzuela’s response to patriarchal power and its gaze, to 
the “percepción arrogante” del hombre, contradicts, in line with Lugones, the perception that 
“the arrogantly perceived woman cannot be an agent of her own liberation” (Lugones, 1990, 
p. 501).  
 Patriarchal voices 3.4.2
Nelly Martínez looks further into the power channelled through patriarchal rhetoric. 
She asserts that Valenzuela's texts are marked by her persistent challenge of our male 
dominated social structures, “with their "law of the father", and her endeavours to make 
visible the role language has played in oppressing us, in leading us to internalize the 
oppressor and his law” (cited in Magnarelli, 2003, p. 223).The issue of gender oppression is 
very present in the novel, and although contested, the patriarchal hegemony is evident.  
From her first novel onwards, Valenzuela progressively undermines the social 
construction, the discourse and the mores of patriarchy. In an interview with Gwendolyn 
Diaz, Valenzuela describes the novel Hay que sonreír, as being born out of interest in male 
domination of women (G.J. Díaz, 2007). Craig posits that the rupture in the trend of 
objectivising the figure of the prostitute in pre-feminist times, as shown by Valenzuela in Hay 
que sonreír, not only puts a marginal character in a central position, but also delivers an 
archetype of women under patriarchy (Craig, 2005, p. 110). It also emphasises the conflicting 
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character of patriarchal discourse as it affects women and demonstrates “the nature of 
linguistic oppression upon the disempowered within society” (Ibídem, p.173). 
Hay que sonreír tells the story of a childlike woman, Clara, who naively has turned to 
prostitution. In order to survive on moving to the capital city from the country, she falls under 
the tyranny of a succession of men. Although subject to male domination, Clara abides by the 
social expectations of womanly behaviour, passively accepting her oppression. In her analysis 
of the story, Sharon Magnarelli states that Clara’s inability to understand the structures of 
power that oppress her, and the candid way in which she shows her confusion, only help to 
unmask their inconsistency. 
Clara wants to be good and meet social expectations, but her simplicity, 
sincerity and ability to get directly to the heart of the situation without 
floundering in rhetoric or appearances continually demonstrate how very 
absurd and arbitrary those expectations are (Magnarelli, 1984).  
Constrained by normalized expectations and oppressed by male rhetoric, Clara, in her 
domestic realm, becomes the perfect model of women under patriarchal domination. 
However, Valenzuela exposes patriarchy by highlighting its inconsistencies and ridiculing it. 
The topos of confinement to the private space is taken, in El Mañana, to the fringe. 
The main character, Elisa, remains under house arrest while being punished for an 
undisclosed crime. Furthermore, the fact that the prisoner is being held incommunicado 
allegorises the nullification of agency, and the weekly wiping out of her computer files, could 
be interpreted as a symbol of her enforced silence and consequent loss of memory. Plunged 
into a perverse version of a psychological torture chamber, the woman is reminded she must 
remain silent and withdraw into her domestic space. Echoing the captivity of Laura in 
“Cambio de armas”, they both share the silencing; however, while Laura is unable to speak 
after being rendered a clean slate by torture, Elisa is perfectly aware of her voice being 
invalidated by the patriarchal forces that attempt to bludgeon her into submission. Laura’s 
silence is thus her resistance, while Elisa’s is her punishment. 
 
 104 
 
 Patriarchy and dictatorial times 3.4.3
En la narrativa argentina que alude a la Guerra sucia se mencionan diversas 
prácticas sexuales que pertenecen al catálogo de lo llamado aberrante, y en la 
mayoría de los casos se explicita su relación más o menos directa con la 
violencia política. La politización de lo sexual y del discurso de la sexualidad 
está ya presente en los paradigmas culturales que recorren la literatura 
argentina desde el siglo XIX (Grijalva Monteverde, 2011, p. 149). 
In the political context of the 60s and 70s, claims G. Monteverde, the erotic and the 
politically violent intersect, as shown in Latin American narratives of those times of political 
upheaval, dictatorships and their aftermaths, of which, Manuel Puig’s El beso de la mujer 
araña (1976), for instance, is a good example. Some of Valenzuela’s stories (“Cambio de 
armas”, “De noche soy tu caballo”, “Cuarta versión”) delve into the erotic from a female 
perspective, which, albeit in the midst of the horrific repression of the regime, poses as “una 
fuerza liberadora y una ventana que nos permite vislumbrar un espectro más amplio de la 
realidad” (Ibídem, p. 151). Therefore, continues G. Monteverde, Valenzuela’s female 
characters, torn by imprisonment, rape and torture, resort to the erotic as a symbol of life. In 
the same vein, in her book Narrativas de la Guerra Sucia en la Argentina (Piglia, Saer, 
Valenzuela, Puig), Jorgelina Corbatta claims that “Lo erótico junto con lo político constituyen 
un leitmotiv que busca explorar desde el inconsciente individual y colectivo” (Corbatta, 1999, 
p. 105). Furthermore, argues Corbatta, the erotic, the feminine body and feminine language 
constitute agents of resistance and transgression. 
It could be argued that, following the trend of Valenzuela’s writing about the Dirty 
War, the coercive nullification of society and the erasing of memory serve as a flashback, in 
addition to upsetting historical reference. Moreover, as a political writer, Valenzuela 
examines three phases of dictatorial times – premonition, opposition and subversion, and, 
finally, memory (Diaz et at., 2010, p. 87). It appears that the three phases are somehow 
reproduced in El Mañana, where arbitrary power, resistance and haunting memories underlie 
the novel. However, and although Valenzuela has previously immersed herself in a critical 
exploration of current affairs, it is in El Mañana where she interprets Argentina’s reality and 
creates an uchrony, or alternative version of time. That restored version surmounts the 
dystopian state that initiates the novel; in other words, the patriarchal order is questioned, 
opposed and undermined. Moreover, it could also be that a utopic intention underpins her 
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writing, demystifying popular thoughts and imagery, unmasking and contesting entrenched 
assumptions and discriminative actions.  
 
  The re-emergence of class order 3.5
Escribimos para descubrir, para develar, pero también para señalar aquello que 
por comodidad preferimos olvidar (Valenzuela, 1986). 
In her novel El Mañana, Valenzuela exposes what remains of Sarmiento’s dichotomy 
of civilization/barbarism. Perpetuated in reformulated versions over the centuries, the 
dichotomy is laid bare by bringing to the fore a reality of divisiveness. By speaking the minds 
of cartoneros (cardboard pickers on the streets of current Buenos Aires) Valenzuela explores 
the discrimination inflicted upon them. While unmasking and denouncing the darker sides of 
Argentinean society has been one of the core topos in Valenzuela’s narrative, an original 
approach is taken in El Mañana. In her reading of the Cartonero phenomenon, Valenzuela 
attempts to bestow a dual vision; her work sits on a threshold, a border where the differences 
clash, where the attack is delivered and contested, where the social and racial imaginary is 
challenged and reconfigured, where the opposites touch and even overlap, where ghosts of the 
past intermingle with utopias. Although time and space merge on that threshold, the aftermath 
of neoliberal Argentina’s crisis at the beginning of the century is clearly visible through the 
interstices. This project takes in a different approach to the notion of “border writer” 
previously analysed by Emily Hicks, (Border Writing: The Multidimensional Text (1991)). 
While Hicks focuses on a multidimensional perception that encompasses different referential 
codes (hermeneutic, psychoanalytic, political, and the code of the real), this thesis 
concentrates on the conflicting sides of Argentinean social boundaries. It is a situated social 
component and the tensions within it, and is also a space in which, inescapably, the political 
is interwoven. 
The remainder of this chapter focuses on the places where such social encounters, 
interpreted by Valenzuela from her Border position, take place. It then proceeds to explore 
the novel in search of race-related language and imagery.  
Valenzuela’s novel takes place mostly in confined spaces, termed islas urbanas by 
Josefina Ludmer, where the same critic places her “Literaturas Posautonomas”. It could be 
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suggested that Valenzuela’s Border writing is a multidimensional gaze on Argentinean 
society, alongside Ludmer’s literatures founded “en un régimen de significación 
ambivalente”. It is on those islas urbanas, actual territories with identifiable subjects, where 
these literatures take place, while assembling a present, like a mural where a multiplicity of 
times and codes overlap: 
Fabrican presente con la realidad cotidiana y esa es una de sus políticas. La 
realidad cotidiana no es la realidad histórica referencial y verosímil del 
pensamiento realista y de su historia política y social (la realidad separada de 
la ficción), sino una realidad producida y construida por los medios, las 
tecnologías y las ciencias. Es una realidad que no quiere ser representada 
porque ya es pura representación: un tejido de palabras e imágenes de 
diferentes velocidades, grados y densidades, interiores-exteriores a un sujeto, 
que incluye el acontecimiento pero también lo virtual, lo potencial, lo mágico 
y lo fantasmático. «La realidad cotidiana» de las escrituras posautónomas 
exhibe, como en una exposición universal o en un muestrario global de una 
Web, todos los realismos históricos, sociales, mágicos, los costumbrismos, los 
surrealismos y los naturalismos (Ludmer, 2007, p. n/a). 
Ludmer’s notions are an accurate starting point in defining El Mañana as an intricacy 
of historic times and references, reality and fiction that overlap creating a palimpsest of 
scenes, polyphony of voices, and a superimposition of times that eventually conflict with each 
other. 
Of all those signifiers in Valenzuela’s mural, this study will concentrate on the social 
representations of the cartonero. It will examine the ways in which El Mañana represents a 
marginalised cartonero, and will ground its analysis on Ignacio Aguiló’s statement that the 
2001 crisis and its aftermath brought an upsurge of racism to Argentinean society (Levey, 
Ozarow & Wylde, 2014).  
Racial language, which cannot be only limited to phenotype but also 
encompasses aspects of class and social status, is particularly linked to the 
effect that the crisis had on certain representations of the nation that, 
throughout most of the twentieth century, had articulated and upheld a racial 
imaginary that contrasts the alleges whiteness of Argentina –and particularly 
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Buenos Aires – with diverse and complementary constructions of internal and 
external social otherness (Ibídem, p. 177). 
While Aguiló analyses Argentinean writer Washington Cucurto’s literary 
representations of race in the aftermath of the 2001 upheaval, the same socio-political context 
brings to Valenzuela’s novel similar upshots. The neoliberal policies implemented in 
Argentina during the nineties by the then President Carlos Saul Menem precipitated the 
financial crisis that sank the country into the social and economic debacle of 2001/2002. 
Elected president in 1989 on a populist platform, Menem deregulated the economy, recklessly 
spent public money and sanctioned mass privatisation, thus throwing millions into 
redundancy. The nation was plunged into bankruptcy, as shown by worsening economic and 
social indicators. With unemployment on the rise, even the middle classes were affected by 
unprecedented poverty and obliged to seek alternatives in the face of socio-economic 
exclusion and discrimination. Fiction literature is greatly provoked in this climate of political 
disturbance. Critic and writer Ricardo Piglia states in Argentina en pedazos (1993) that fiction 
in Argentina arose with the purpose of epitomizing the world of the other, the enemy, the 
different, “se llame bárbaro, gaucho, indio o inmigrante” (Piglia, 1993, p. 9). Therefore, 
whereas Cucurto takes the racialised marginality from the immigrant class in his novels, 
Valenzuela portrays a more class-related otherness in El Mañana.  
Valenzuela’s El Mañana captures that inherited mythology of exclusion (Shumway, 
1991) by actualising its currency. Through a double discourse articulated by the new actors of 
Sarmiento’s dichotomy in the twenty-first century, Valenzuela opposes the cartoneros, 
embodying the racialised marginal to a reformulated other: the new barbarians, the pulcro (R. 
Kusch, 1998) city dwellers. But she goes further. Instead of reversing the civilization-
barbarism construct, which would result in perpetuating the hegemonic discourse by evoking 
it, she deconstructs it by questioning it. Her portrayal of the cartoneros evokes that of 
Martinez Estrada (see Chapter 5) when referring to the cabecitas negras (literally, ‘little 
black-heads’) invading the city of Buenos Aires. There is something inappropriate about it, 
they are misplaced, and they sully Kusch’s ‘ciudad pulcra’. Valenzuela’s portrayal of 
cartoneros, however, opposes that of Estrada in that her depiction is from the cartonero’s 
viewpoint, as they perceive and address the ‘arrogant gaze’ inflicted upon them. While 
Estrada illustrates the Peronist pueblo as “una zona del pueblo que efectivamente nos parecía 
extraña y extranjera. (…) un sedimento social que nadie habría reconocido” (Estrada, 2005, p. 
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55), Valenzuela constructs the cartoneros as being fully aware of their alleged out-of-place 
situation, and, therefore, contest it. They are rendered invisible by society and subalternised. 
Furthermore, the cartonero’s visibility becomes a slap in the face to “the images of whiteness 
(…) instrumental in the establishment and reproduction of a regime of racial domination” 
(Levey et al., 2014, p. 178). In order to undermine such a construct, Valenzuela’s main 
protagonist, an upper middle-class writer from a well-to-do suburb, invades the cartonero’s 
domain: Villa Indemnización. Elisa and the cartoneros sit at both ends of a now broken social 
boundary. Aguiló argues that during the second half of last century the “white middle class of 
European background would eventually become the metonymic representation of Argentina” 
(Ibídem, p. 178). Such social asymmetry would appear to have been contested during 
Peronism: 
Porteño (Buenos Aires) society expressed the anxieties produced by the 
prominence of the Peronist masses racialization, exemplified in the terms 
cabecita negra (…) and negro (black), which in Argentina was used to refer to 
mestizo people (…). These terms did not just entail dark skin but also had 
cultural and social overtones: they implied a provincial and working class 
background, lack of civility and appropriate social behaviour and political 
allegiance to Perón (Levey et al., 2014, p. 179). 
Along the same lines, Valenzuela’s characters face the same asymmetry and they are, 
at both sides of the social boundary, fully aware of it. While villa dweller Flor organises the 
staging of Villa Indemnización for the Integration Experience guided tour
23
, she comments on 
the bizarre attraction of the turista gringo for the tour: “(…) les gusta ver miseria, por interés 
sociológico, dice, pero de fija vienen para sentirse superiores, como si en su país no hubieran 
estas cosas, pero allá ellos no las ven, qué va, pagan para venir acá a verlas” (Valenzuela, 
2010, p. 373). To which Elisa/Melisa explains, after gaining full awareness of her own 
standing, that “alguna vez había pertenecido al otro lado de la empalizada que ocultaba este 
mínimo sector del mundo de los ojos de quienes no querían verlo” (Ibídem, p. 375). 
Therefore, El Mañana portrays a blurring of social boundaries, building on visibility and 
recognition, and thus exposes the darker sides of reality. It does, in the words of Valenzuela, 
what literature does; it disturbs ideas, rather than solves them: 
                                                 
23
 The Integration Experience guided tour represents a good example of the type of tourism recognised as poorism. For more 
on this subject see Chapter 5: 5.7 of this thesis. 
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(…) la literatura es el cruce de las aguas -las claras y las borrosas- donde nada 
está precisamente en su lugar porque no conocemos el lugar, lo buscamos 
(…). La literatura no pretende arreglar nada, es más bien una perturbadora, es 
la gran removedora de ideas porque las ideas no deben quedarse quietas hasta 
estancarse y descomponerse (Valenzuela, 1986, p.81-82). 
Thus, as a writer, Valenzuela bears witness, “con las antenas bien alertas”, bringing to 
the fore a mixture of worlds. “Nada de crudo realismo social ni de difuso surrealismo 
metafísico” (Ibídem, p. 82), a mixture of worlds encapsulated in El Mañana.  
The following chapter concentrates on critically analysing the novel, its plot, its socio-
historical context and the way in which space is configured. 
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4 Chapter 4: El Mañana within and beyond 
  Introduction  4.1
This chapter aims to examine the novel critically and is organised as follows: I start by 
examining the opening sentence of Luisa Valenzuela’s book, a quote by Agamben, which 
works as a pointer towards the main theme of the novel: language and power. The 
methodological approach to be used for the critical analysis of El Mañana will then be laid 
out and the novel itself will be addressed, reviewing the plot as well as framing the text 
within Argentina’s current socio-historical context. The chapter will then go on to discuss 
why the novel belongs to the dystopian genre, and will provide a brief overview of the genre 
itself in order to develop the discussion. Lastly, the notion of space and the distinctive 
treatment this receives in the novel will be examined, while also analysing the way in which 
isolation and confinement play a significant role in the building of the spatial configuration of 
the text.  
 
  Agamben’s insight 4.2
A quote by Giorgio Agamben opens Valenzuela’s novel: “Lo indecible está 
custodiado por el lenguaje más celosamente de lo que podría estarlo por el silencio” 
(Valenzuela, 2010, p. n/a). The quote, from Language and death reads as follows in English: 
“We can even say that the unspeakable here is guarded by language, much more jealously 
than it was guarded by the silence of the initiative (…)” (G. Agamben, Pinkus, & Hardt, 
2006, p. 12) and it serves as an epigraph to El Mañana. According to Gerard Genette an 
epigraph acts as a “mute gesture whose interpretation is left up to the reader” (Genette, 1997, 
p. 156), “a kind of lock between the ideal and relatively immutable identity of the text and the 
empirical (sociohistorical) reality of the text’s public” (Ibídem, p. 408); and also “a zone not 
just of transition, but of transaction” (Genette & Maclean, 1991, p. 261). Hence, Agamben’s 
epigraph could be said to mediate between Valenzuela’s reader and the text itself, where the 
former is left to negotiate that mediation.  
 In terms of functionality, Genette attributes to the epigraph the purpose of 
commenting on the text, emphasising on its meaning (Genette, 1997, p. 157). Furthermore, as 
a paratext, it offers the readers a threshold or vestibule: the opportunity to enter the text or to 
withdraw from it (Genette & Maclean, 1991, p. 262) while being subconsciously influenced 
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(or manipulated) towards the author’s own interests (Genette, 1997, p. 409). Ultimately, “the 
author’s viewpoint is part of the paratextual performance, sustains it, inspires it, anchors it” 
(Ibidem, p. 408) and as such, it prompts shapes the way in which the readership approaches 
the text. Thus, as readers, we can take Agamben’s epigraph as a prophecy of Valenzuela’s 
text and of her own take on language: an interpretation that, as we read along, gains 
relevance.  
Agamben’s quote could be therefore understood in two different, conflicting, if not 
contradictory, ways. It could either mean that language has enough power to shield the 
unsayable or that language is limited and cannot name it. Positing that language appears 
inadequate to contain it, the unmentionable would therefore transcend the possibility of the 
linguistic sign.  
We will examine three different dictionary entries:  
Unsayable (1): not sayable, not easily expressed or related; not allowed to be said 
24
. 
Unsayable (2): not able to be said, especially because considered too controversial or 
offensive to mention; a need to express through the arts what is unsayable elsewhere 
25
. 
Unsayable (3): Adj.: too insulting, indecent, etc., to be said. Noun: say the unsayable: 
to express an opinion thought to be too controversial to mention 
26
. 
 
This throws up a paradox: the unsayable seems to be, at the same time, that which is 
banned from expression because it is too controversial or offensive, but also that which has 
no means of being expressed accurately, thus leaving only silence. As expounded in his study 
Language and Silence: Essays on Language. Literature and the Inhuman, George Steiner 
recognises that horror appears to surpass language, stating that  
the disasters of world wars, the barbarism and lunacy of 1914-18 and the Nazi 
holocaust, can be neither adequately grasped nor described in words: these 
unspeakable events quite literally exceed the boundaries of language because, 
inhuman, they defy verbal expression (cited in Gates Madsen, 2003, p. 14).  
                                                 
24
 http://www.merriam-webster.com. Retrieved: May, 2014 
25
 http://www.oxforddictionaries.com. Retrieved: May, 2014 
26
 http://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary. Retrieved: May, 2014 
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The unspeakable becomes the unsayable, and in its silent (or its silenced) voice 
becomes powerful; it is the weight of the word in its own absence; the inappropriateness of 
language to contain the horror that becomes its best custodian. In her ground-breaking essay 
“The Aesthetics of Silence”, Susan Sontag claims that art is involved with the ineffable 
through contravention:  
(…) always connected with systematic transgressions of a formal sort. The 
systematic violation of older formal conventions practiced by modern artists 
gives their work a certain aura of the unspeakable — for instance, as the 
audience uneasily senses the negative presence of what else could be, but isn’t 
being said. (Sontag, 2013, p. 31). 
 
Sontag proceeds to point out that art not only expresses what can and cannot be said 
or represented, but also somehow suggests a subversion of the consecrated regulations on 
what can and cannot be said or represented, thus drawing its own boundaries. That 
disturbance to a hegemonic order appears in Valenzuela’s El Mañana as a leading thread 
running through the story: 
(…) esos hombres alcanzaron a captar el nivel de sus trasgresiones, porque en 
la verdadera casa del ser que es el lenguaje todo debe seguir como está, y si se 
sospecha que un puñadito de minas
27
 estuvo husmeando por el tercer sótano 
secreto, o mejor por el cuartito de Barbazul donde están los sangrantes 
cadáveres de algo que no puede ser dicho, más vale desactivarlas. 
(Valenzuela, 2010, p. 366).  
Furthermore, the word minas in the above quote could be interpreted as being 
transgressive in itself. A common Argentinean slang name for women, minas (mines, in 
English) has a double meaning. It refers to “a pit or tunnel from which minerals (such as coal, 
gold, diamonds, etc.) are taken; and also a bomb that is placed in the ground or in water that 
explodes when touched”28. The two definitions clearly exemplify both the traditional, 
patriarchal attitude to women, as something to be exploited (like the extraction of minerals for 
                                                 
27
 Mina, minola, minón, minusa: all four words mean woman in Argentinean slang (Lunfardo). Retrieved from 
http://www.elportaldeltango.com/lunfardo/m.htm 
28
 Retrieved from: http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/mine 
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profit), and that of an explosive, something best left untouched. This last definition depicts 
Valenzuela’s transgressive reformulation of the word minas. Indeed, the quote suggests that 
in view of their potentially dangerous allure (women), it is advisable to deactivate them 
(mines).  
It could easily be claimed that Luisa Valenzuela's novel challenges Agamben’s 
statement, resulting in a novel about breaking through language, mocking its custody to reach 
its secret. Therefore, she strikes at the very core of these controversies with a fiction that 
breaks, sees through, undoes, builds and transcends language so as to skilfully reach the point 
of the unsayable. In Sontag’s words, Valenzuela’s handling of language performs a “violation 
of older formal conventions” (Sontag, 2013, p. 31). Indeed, Valenzuela’s approach to 
language constitutes the core of El Mañana. In a 2010 interview, the writer herself describes 
her writing as one that squeezes language as if it were a toy, in order to understand how it 
works (Lynch, 2010). Additionally, in El Mañana, the fictional writers attending the floating 
congress appear to have torn the fictional veil beyond which lies the truth behind the words. 
In doing so, they are precipitating their own arrests: “(…) se toparon con la voz de lo 
inefable, dieron sin saberlo con la Voz que rasga el velo y muestra la verdad oculta tras las 
palabras” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 207). Likewise, the main character, as narrator, acknowledges 
the unawareness of the risk that the writers take when getting involved in the manipulation of 
language and words in attempting to reach beneath and beyond them, to unmask that which 
goes unsaid: 
Así nos fue también con lo otro: metiéndonos en las ciénagas del lenguaje, allí 
donde todo es miasma y hedor, donde las palabras pierden su buen recorte, su 
autoridad patricia para volverse pringosas, adherentes, asquerosas palabras no 
por insultantes o venenosas sino por todo lo que ocultan, develando. O 
develan, ocultando. (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 107). 
Thus, returning to Agamben’s opening quote in the first paragraph, it is now possible 
to say that Valenzuela’s novel provides the reader with an undisclosed secret, which only the 
reader can assemble with the fragments of unheard voices and silences that suffuse the 
language. 
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 On the critical analysis of El Mañana  4.3
A critical analysis of El Mañana seems like an act of literary surgery to reveal an 
obscure secret; however, reading and re-reading each page to unmask Valenzuela’s concealed 
secret proves to be in vain, as we find more questions than answers. Barthes has already 
demonstrated there is no core to be found inside any given text, in the way there is a stone 
inside an apricot: 
(…) it would be better to see it as an onion, a construction of layers (or levels, 
or systems) whose body contains, finally, no heart, no kernel, no secret, no 
irreducible principle, nothing except the infinity of its own envelopes-which 
envelop nothing other than the unity of its own surfaces. (Barthes, 1986, p. 
99). 
Valenzuela does not provide us with an answer; rather she undermines all convictions, 
leaving open ends and erratic questions. Her whole narrative is, in Valenzuela’s own words, a 
hotbed for questions, “un semillero de preguntas” (Valenzuela, 2003, p. 72). El Mañana 
resembles Barthes’ onion, but its layers playfully challenge each other and question their own 
construction; they represent the many leading axes that articulate Valenzuela’s narrative, 
overlapping and entering into a rich dialogue. With a piercing unanswered question binding 
the sentences (or the onion’s layers) together throughout the novel, the reader/ critic actively 
intervenes in the text. Returning again to Barthes’ notions of writerly, as opposed to readerly, 
texts, we will define El Mañana as belonging to the first group. As explained in S/Z: 
The writerly text is a perpetual present, upon which no consequent language 
(which would inevitably make it past) can be superimposed; the writerly text 
is ourselves writing, before the infinite play of the world (the world as 
function) is traversed, intersected, stopped, plasticized by some singular 
system (ideology, genus, criticism) which reduces the plurality of entrances, 
the opening of networks, the infinity of languages (Barthes, 1975, p. 5). 
Thus, as readers, we are called to participate, reflect upon, merge and even argue with 
the text. Its reading is neither an innocent one nor an uncommitted one. Valenzuela has 
deliberately sought this. This study set out with the aim of intervening in the text, even when 
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this may have meant obstructing its flow. An attempt will be made to interrogate the text 
precisely where it tends to elude interrogation, because, as Valenzuela herself asserts “la 
indagación es más importante que la respuesta”29. 
The next section will address the critical analysis itself, giving an overview of the plot 
and the intersecting of times and spaces that serve as a contextual background for the novel. 
 
 El Mañana: The novel 4.4
 Plot description 4.4.1
El Mañana was first published by Seix Barral in 2010. The novel has been described 
as “la irónica destrucción del género y los géneros, un golpe frontal a la comercialización, el 
bestsellerismo y el desgaste”30. It constitutes “un deleite para los adictos a la hermenéutica”, 
according to Muñiz-Huberman, in the way it shows a vivid superimposition of signifying 
layers where intertextuality plays a fundamental role. Sand, Spinoza, Leibowitz, Arendt, 
Borges, Scholem, Steiner, Güiraldes and the poet Netzahualcoyotl, to name but a few, are 
approached, not without irony, a literary device skilfully mastered by Valenzuela
31
. We could 
easily agree with Muñiz –Huberman’s statement of El Mañana as a séfer, a Hebrew word to 
name a book, thus freeing us from having to place it in a specific genre. However, we will 
call it novel, a novel where time is not linear, in fact, times overlap, and where space is fluid. 
El Mañana could be also called a polyphonic novel, a novel where a myriad voices 
representing a vast assortment of social actors converge in an attempt to elucidate a secret 
concealed in the fissures of language. 
The title El Mañana refers to the name of the boat in which a congress held by a 
group of eighteen women writers takes place. The momentum of the novel is built on the 
events that unfold on the floating congress. Among the writers on board El Mañana, is Elisa 
Algañaraz, the main character and, intermittently, the narrator, who echoes the writer herself, 
though Valenzuela is reluctant to admit to any autobiographical associations. The congress is 
disrupted by a group of unknown men who hijack the boat and accuse the writers of being 
terrorists. They plant drugs and guns on board as false evidence against the women. The 
                                                 
29
 Friera, S (2010, August). “La indagación siempre es más interesante que la respuesta”. Página 12. Retrieved from 
http://www.pagina12.com.ar/diario/suplementos/espectaculos/2-18814-2010-08-02.html 
30
 “Nuevo séfer de Luisa Valenzuela” by Angelina Muñiz –Huberman in the Feria del Libro in Guadalajara, México, on the 
launch of El Mañana. No page available. Retrieved on August 15, 2010 from www. Luisavalenzuela.com.  
31
 Ibídem 
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operation concludes in the arbitrary house arrest of the eighteen writers, all of whom are 
“borradas de un plumazo” from the novel (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 11). At the same time, all of 
their books and virtual publications are removed from the public domain. 
The name of the boat, El Mañana, is loaded with meaning, as indicated in the novel 
“una nave engañosa con nombre de doble filo” (Ibídem, p. 20). The word mañana itself 
brings together several connotations. The Spanish term mañana has various meanings: it 
means morning, tomorrow, near future, but also, when preceded by an article as in “El 
Mañana”, it means the future, as the shape of things to come. The main character, Elisa, 
contemplates the polysemy of the term when thinking back over the boat and the attack while 
locked up in her apartment. She ponders the way in which its ambiguity, when referred to an 
auspicious anticipated future, has become oppressive and stagnant. The natural flow towards 
the future has come to a standstill, lapsing into timelessness: “El tiempo detenido es todo el 
tiempo” (Ibídem p. 21) and the writer remains in “un mañana lechoso hecho de nubarrones 
inciertos donde nos han clavado como mariposas con el alfiler de un nombre (…)” (Ibídem, p. 
20). Thus, with their lives in jeopardy, their future truncated, brought to a halt, the writers are 
only left to brood on their situation. 
Spoken in the first person, an opening monologue by an omniscient narrator 
adamantly dwells on the ultimate reason for their imprisonment. In this opening passage, the 
narrator seeks an explanation that questions the idea of causality of her imprisonment. The 
narrator’s ruminations are a long-standing issue in literary history: the constructed 
relationship between literary enunciation and guilt. Milan Kundera, in his analysis of Kafka’s 
The Trial, points out the use of an opposite logic to that of Dostoyevsky's Raskolnik in Crime 
and Punishment. While in the latter, Raskolnik, seeks his deserved punishment to find peace 
of mind following his offence, in Kafka’s novel, K, the punished subject, ignores what the 
charges against him are. Unaware of what the crime behind the punishment is, he is prompted 
to scrutinise his whole life down to the most irrelevant detail in search of his crime: “The 
absurdity of the punishment is so unbearable that to find peace the accused needs to find a 
justification for his penalty: The punishment seeks the offense” (Kundera, 1988, p. 91). The 
theory is that the entire novel delves into that quest, a futile enquiry into what the writers 
unknowingly did with their literature, what thoughts or words provoked such an outcome: 
“¿Por qué nos metieron presas? ¿Qué hicimos, qué pensamos, qué dijimos de más, qué 
amenaza encarnamos sin siquiera darnos cuenta?” (Valenzuela, 2010, p.11). 
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Elisa mulls over the past events in search of a definitive answer. Aware that false 
accusations are being made on the basis of planted evidence to justify the perverse operation, 
she nevertheless frantically seeks an answer. She recalls the feeble consolation her captors 
gave them, a patronising and rather ironic utterance: “Ustedes son mujeres, a las mujeres no 
les interesa el intelecto; no piensen más, disfruten la soledad, hagan gimnasia, preocúpense 
por su apariencia” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 15). The men justify the arrest as a form of saving 
the women from themselves. A statement that, in demanding do not think (“no piensen más”), 
paradoxically acknowledges and validates their intellectual competence, as is clearly shown 
in the heavy-handed operation necessary to have thinking suffocated. Indeed, Elisa’s 
awareness of the power inadvertently invested in the group is acknowledged in the novel: 
“No quiero volverme omnipotente. Ni sentirme poderosa pensando que hago (podría hacer) 
mella. Un poder espurio pero poder al fin que el sistema nos confiere, muy a su pesar, 
ocupándose tanto de nosotras” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 24). 
Furthermore, not only the reasons for the arrest remain unclear but also those who 
carry out the operation are ambiguous characters, protected by their own anonymity: 
Ellos quienes tienen ahora la manija, no son sólo hombres, ojo; me lo debo 
repetir a cada paso para no caer en fáciles dicotomías. Ellos son el poder, 
hombres y mujeres enfermos de poder, recordarlo siempre; ellos son la ley y 
es una ley de mierda que nos persigue sin motivo, sin dar explicaciones. ¿Por 
qué? (Valenzuela, 2010, p.15). 
Unknown ellos and ellas (Spanish for a masculine and feminine form for ‘they’), a 
clandestine operation, no trial and a nameless crime all converge to create a sense of 
despondent asphyxia, further compounded by house arrest. Elisa survives her solitary 
confinement, living in her apartment which has been conveniently purged of all 
contaminating literary resources. Her library impounded and unable to write, as all writing 
materials along with her personal computer have been confiscated, she is only left with an 
out-dated replacement, a word processor, and there is no internet connection. Furthermore, 
whatever she writes is wiped out on a weekly basis. The doorman and his wife provide for her 
and scrupulously guard her, under the scrutiny of unidentifiable agents of power.  
In what seems to be a hopeless situation, two friends, an Argentinean hacker exiled in 
Stockholm, and a Jew, a former Mossad agent and currently a translator, intervene. While the 
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first one builds a revolutionary gadget which would enable her to connect to the Web, the 
latter breaks through the window into Elisa’s apartment on the 13th floor, and installs it. The 
operation is unsuccessful. However, Elisa is given an improvised plan of an escape. Feeling 
constantly threatened and frightened of being caught, she takes refuge in a shanty town 
inhabited by Cartoneros (cardboard pickers). Assuming another identity, sleeping a lot and 
keeping quiet help Elisa to stay safe initially, but as time passes by only by opening up to her 
somewhat unfriendly hosts will she be able to get to the truth and return to her forsaken life 
and identity. 
After discussing the central conceptual issues relating to plot description, this section 
now moves on to consider the contextualisation of El Mañana, which, despite its non-
linearity of time, offers some referential markers so that the reader can follow its erratic trail. 
 
 The socio- historical context  4.4.2
The novel commences with a para-textual element that reads “Personajes, época y 
geografía urbana de esta novela están trastocados, cualquier semejanza con la realidad es 
mera coincidencia: nadie ni nada es perfecto. La acción transcurre en un futuro indefinido e 
imperfecto” (Valenzuela, 2010, p.10). It refers us to a context that although attempting to 
remain ambiguous as the novel progresses will gain form by means of historical, geographical 
and political references. Thus Valenzuela warns the reader about the actors and their setting 
being distorted and that the action takes place in an undefined and imperfect future. This last 
claim suggests the possibility of a dystopian novel, or even a novel with a utopian intention. 
These themes will be discussed in the following paragraphs. 
The temporal context of El Mañana, although recognisable to an informed reader, 
remains ambiguous. The notion of time appears multilayered; the reader travels backwards 
and forwards in history while flashes of the present day emerge throughout the narrative. 
Although there are allusions to the distant past (19
th
 Century and the fight for independence) 
and the recent past (dictatorial times), the novel should be framed in the immediacy of the 
post 2001 economic crisis in Argentina. It is within this critical context that a new social 
figure came to the fore: the cartonero, a Spanish word for cardboard (cartón) collectors. 
Indeed, in the midst of an unprecedented crisis, the unregulated collection, in man-powered 
carts, of highly priced cardboard gave the unemployed masses a means of earning a living. 
The cartoneros and their carts full of recyclable materials portray the aftermath of neoliberal 
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fundamentalism in Argentina. Due to the centrality given to them in El Mañana, it seems fair 
to situate the novel in the first decade of the new century, when they reached their peak.  
Another issue current at the time, that of their alleged stealing of rubbish, is 
mentioned in the novel. The quotes that follow illustrate its incidence in the political realm 
and its negative effect on the cartoneros’ source of income:  
Y ahora hasta nos acusan de chorros, vio. El intendente nos acusa de robarle la 
basura. Está en pedo.  
-Entonces, robar por robar…los muchachos del otro lado de la ley nos 
sintieron hermanos aunque despreciables, porque ellos no roban porquerías 
descartadas, roban cosas valiosas (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 296). 
(…) el vasto número de cartoneros que pululan por las calles, ahora agrupados 
en informal gremio para defender sus intereses ya que el nuevo gobierno de la 
ciudad ha intentado coartarles de la peor manera sus fuentes de trabajo. Nos 
roban la basura, se quejó quien ocupa ahora el alto cargo de gobernador 
urbano, y sus palabras sirvieron para crear confraternidades antes impensadas 
(Ibídem, p. 278). 
During the years 2001/2002, the cartoneros, who were seen as competitors in the very 
lucrative business of recycling, were accused of stealing waste management contractors’ 
property, who were paid by volume for the amount of rubbish they buried. They were also 
accused of avoiding taxes and spoiling the city landscape. In a scandalous interview in the 
second most read Argentinean national newspaper La Nación, Buenos Aires’ Mayor Mauricio 
Macri, whose family owned a city sanitation contract in Argentina, declared that “(…) los 
cartoneros tienen una actitud delictiva porque se roban la basura. Además, no pagan 
impuestos y la tarea que realizan es inhumana” (Rey, 2002).  
Yet another reference contributing to further frame the temporal context of the novel, 
is the elimination of the so-called Tren Blanco (White Train), mentioned on page 315:  
Avanzaba a las puteadas porque, entre tantos otros temas conflictivos, lo 
asaltó de golpe la bronca de sólo pensar que con unas aceitadas de las ruedas y 
unas rasqueteadas esos mismos vagones podían componer la formación que 
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tiempo atrás el gobierno de la Ciudad les había puesto al alcance para acarrear 
los papeles acumulados. Pero cierto día no tan lejano, se les acabó la farra, 
basta de tren les dijeron, ustedes no saben cuidarlo (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 315). 
In the second half of 2007, the city of Buenos Aires’ government (CABA) took a train 
out of circulation that, prior to Macri’s election, was accessible to commuting cartoneros and 
their carts loaded with flattened cardboard, cans and even food waste and clothing. An entire 
nightly train service provided for the cartoneros by the local railway company, TBA (Trenes 
de Buenos Aires) was seen as the best solution in the wake of the group clogging up 
passenger carriages with their carts. Formerly a passenger service, seats were removed to 
accommodate the cartoneros’ carts, but subsequently the service was suspended because of 
the alleged damage they caused. In order to somehow make amends for such a highly 
controversial measure, the CABA offered a free truck freight service (Schamber, 2010). 
Another current event contemporaneous with the cartoneros is also portrayed in the 
novel. In the first decade of the 2000s the socio-political circumstances appear to give 
precedence to, and validate, the feminine voice, but in the fictional realm of Valenzuela it is 
viciously silenced. Therefore, the subduing of women’s voices, a theme of paramount 
importance in the novel, emerges as a paradox. 
In 2007 Cristina Fernández de Kirchner, of the Partido Justicialista, was elected 
President of Argentina with 45.3% of the vote and a 22% lead over her closest rival. Her 
electoral campaign was a great political challenge; the outgoing president was not only highly 
popular, but he was also her husband. These circumstances demanded that her leadership be a 
continuation of his but at the same time it was expected that she would make her own mark. 
Her electoral speech presented that double ethos, her expertise as a politician and her 
femininity (Vitale, 2011). The ethos of femininity would be legitimised by her gender 
performativity
32
, in the use of feminine outfits and heavy makeup on the one hand and by the 
strong presence of women around her – her mother, her daughter and the emblematic 
attendance of the Madres of Plaza de Mayo – on the other. Once again, the double ethos of 
motherhood (as a feminine attribute) and professionalism (with special consideration to the 
social groups and Human Rights Organisations) was set in action. Thus the role of women 
                                                 
32“The parodic repetition of gender exposes as well the illusion of gender identity as an intractable 
depth and inner substance. As the effects of a subtle and politically enforced performativity, gender is an ‘act’” 
(Butler, 1990, p. 187) 
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was validated in the political realm, reconfiguring her place in society. However, Cristina 
Fernández de Kirchner’s administration is said not to have delivered all it promised with 
respect to gender issues, despite her endorsement of strong feminine figures such as Eva 
Perón or the Madres de Plaza de Mayo. It is in within this rather muddled and rather 
contradictory reality that El Mañana was written and published. It could even be suggested 
that those same contradictions constitute the backbone of the novel, an inspiration or even the 
raw material to build a future outcome. 
It is through delving into the aforementioned prediction of the way in which the future 
might develop, that the novel could be defined as dystopian. As previously mentioned, the 
novel claims to be set in “un futuro indefinido e imperfecto”; the following section will look 
into the construction of such an account of the future as a critique (dystopia) and as a 
potential (utopia).  
 
 The impossibility of utopia: A dystopian novel? 4.4.3
In order to understand the reasons behind the theory that the novel El Mañana belongs 
to the dystopian literary genre, a clarification of terms is required. It is both a dystopian and a 
utopian register of the future, in both its evil and its ideal forms, but the thesis takes Ricardo 
Piglia’s approach in considering literature as inherently utopic. In his essay “Ficción y 
política en la literatura argentina”, Piglia claims that “la literatura es una forma privada de la 
utopía” (Piglia, 1989, p. 62), or the art of the impossible, also stating that “la literatura 
siempre es inactual, dice en otro lugar, a destiempo, la verdadera historia. En el fondo todas 
las novelas suceden en el futuro” (Ibídem, p. 62). 
The future depicted in El Mañana appears, again as conceived by Piglia, as “a 
malleable space and time inhabited by all those realities which have no place in the present˗ 
i.e. excluded, forgotten, and potential realities” (Kefala, 2005, p. 712). To further situate the 
novel, I will firstly introduce the notion of utopia, and later examine the anti-utopian or 
dystopian derivation from it. I will continue to state instances in the novel where the 
hyperbolic version of reality, considered convoluted, known as dystopia, arises. Having 
discussed those concepts, the final fragment of this section addresses examples of texts 
belonging to the dystopian genre, analysing divergences and concurrences between them and 
El Mañana. 
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 Utopia and dystopia 4.4.3.1
Every utopia always comes with its implied dystopia -whether the dystopia of 
the status quo, which the utopia is engineered to address, or a dystopia found 
in the way this specific utopia corrupts itself in practice. (…) Whereas utopia 
takes us into a future and serves to indict the present, dystopia places us 
directly in a dark and depressing reality, conjuring up a terrifying future if we 
do not recognize and treat its symptoms in the here and now (Gordin, 2010, p. 
2).  
a)  Utopia: 
The etymology of the word utopia derives from the Greek u-topos, meaning no place. 
This meaning appears to be the most widely accepted; however, utopia is a very polisemic 
term. Fernando Aínsa claims that the term utopia offers a semantic vagueness, as it proposes 
both a notion and its opposite. In the same way it is associated with anarchy, it is also 
associated with tyranny; it means liberty, but it also means dictatorship. It is considered an 
ideal system, but also one that can easily turn into a nightmare (F. Ainsa, 1999, pp. 19-25). 
Alongside his position, we find that of Karl Popper, who states that utopia is associated with 
totalitarian systems, with impossibility, and with violence (Popper, 1986). In the broadest 
sense, according to Ruth Levitas, utopia depicts the desire for a better life, and it may take 
different forms which are “socially constructed”. These could be an imagined alternative 
future, an idealised account of the present or even a more individualistic version of the perfect 
body or relationship; “utopia is always a form of counterfactual thinking” (Levitas, 2013, p. 
122). Furthermore, Karl Mannheim defines it as a form of transcendence of reality 
(Geoghegan, 2004) while Ernst Bloch claims it to be an impetus towards hope (Levitas, 
1990).  
Aínsa states that, historically, in the part they play “utopias are eruptive, active 
virtualities lying beneath the deeply encrusted cortex of historical events, the latent 
subversion that pushes and activates social catalysts, utopian propensities at the heart of 
social change” (Aínsa, 2006, p. 36). The theory espoused in this thesis is that the utopia 
initially conceived on board El Mañana appears as one that potentially engenders social 
change, as language is an agent of power and it is through the delving into it and the undoing 
of its dogmatic rhetoric that a genuine voice might be detected. 
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Lucy Sargisson applies the concept of “Transgressive utopia”, a concept that stresses 
the destabilising potential of utopian notions. Transgression allows utopias “to break 
significantly with confining traditions of thought and behaviour. This in turn issues 
transformative potential” (Sargisson, 2000). Thus, utopia not only comprises the anticipated 
alternative but also holds the promise of contravening reality.  
In a deeper examination of the concept, the thesis will briefly look at some of the 
qualities of utopias. Insularity or self-containment, autarchy or autonomy, acronia or the lack 
of a historical dimension, urban planning or the Ciudad Ideal and a totalising regulation are, 
as stated by Aínsa (1999), the main features of utopia. Inquiring into those terms, I propose 
that the novel provides examples of projected utopias: the boat and Villa Indemnización, 
where isolation, certainly autonomy and some level of historical detachment or concurrent 
inadequacy, are shown. It is in Villa Indemnización where some sort of the utopian version of 
society materialies, not as an expression of society as a whole, but as a condensed form of an 
unheard voice that overcomes its subaltern condition. Such is the destiny of utopia in 
globalised times, according to Aínsa, when systems, beliefs and ideologies appear to have 
been demolished; and where, as a term, utopia can only bestow pejorative connotations and it 
has, as a projected alternative, been restricted to being: 
(…) la expresión de grupos marginales o marginalizados, voluntaria y 
forzadamente, donde las pretensiones de cambio integral y revolucionario de 
la sociedad han desaparecido en beneficio de propuestas alternativas de 
células aisladas en las que los contactos con el resto del tejido social se 
reducen al mínimo (García Gutiérrez, Navarro Domínguez & Núñez Rivera, 
2003, p. 2). 
Differing from the enacted utopia of the Villa Indemnización, on board El Mañana, 
the upsurge of a hyperbolic version of despotism collides with and undermines the possibility 
of a gendered hermeneutics of language, thus the envisioned utopia is substituted by its 
antagonistic version. Piglia’s notions of fiction and politics, novel and State, the projected 
utopia towards an appropriation of language, and its correspondent dystopia, could be 
interpreted thus: 
(…) la novela y el Estado. Dos espacios irreconciliables y simétricos. En un 
lugar se dice lo que en el otro lugar se calla. La literatura y la política, dos 
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formas antagónicas de hablar de lo que es posible (…). La estrategia del poder 
consiste en someter el lenguaje a la lógica de lo posible (Piglia, 1989, pp. 60-
61). 
It is in that subduing of language, of discourse, to the prevailing power where the core 
of our analysis lies, where the imagined reality of genuine agency is crushed by an imposed 
silencing.  
 
b) Dystopia: 
According to Mihailescu, dystopia and eutopia are the two subgenres of utopia; while 
dystopia appears to have negative connotations (dys-topia as dys-phoria); conversely eutopia 
has positive ones (eu-topia as eu-phoria). In his article “Mind the gap. Dystopia and fiction”, 
Mihailescu states that up until the nineteenth century all utopias were considered eutopias; 
however, since then there has been a call for a distinction to be made (Mihailescu, 1991, p. 
214). Although a branch of the utopian novel, the genre of negative utopias, or dystopias, has 
progressively become detached from it. It first found fertile ground in the realm of science 
fiction, and later developed further into political fiction. While hitherto it has been generally 
believed to be the opposite of utopia, dystopia is more “a utopia that has gone wrong, or a 
utopia that functions only for a particular segment of society” (Gordin, 2010, p. 1). One of the 
first registered dystopias is, according to Mihailescu, portrayed in the story “The Grand 
Inquisitor” recounted by Ivan in Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov. The Grand 
Inquisitor appears to be a prototype of the cynic of modern times, within the political realm. 
He believes that men are to be deceived, they need to be disciplined and dominated, thus 
resorting to lies in the pursuit of such domination: “The dystopian world version stems from 
the divorce-through-forced-marriage between the cynicism of means and the utopianism of 
ends where ends justify all means” (Mihailescu, 1991, p. 215).  
Furthermore, where the utopic novel provides an imaginary alternative, one that is 
ideal, the dystopian text passes judgment on the faults of real society, establishing a 
comparison between the utopian version and the real one. That judgement takes different 
forms. In Gulliver’s Travels (1726), Swift introduces a social and political parody, writing a 
satire from which a critical tenor emerges (Galdon Rodriguez, 2011). This critical feature is 
the focal point of the dystopian genre. Alongside utopias, dystopias also seek to invert the 
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social order, addressing the cause and offering a revolutionary outcome. In so doing they 
expose “breaking points and vulnerabilities” (Gordin, 2010, p. 6). Some of the most 
significant novels that illustrate this genre are George Orwell’s 1984 (1949), Evgenii 
Zamiatin’s We (1952), and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932). A point they all have 
in common is a critique of the era in which they were written, with its own breaking points 
and vulnerabilities. In order to further our analysis, we will briefly review one: the Orwellian 
novel, 1984. 
1984 dwells on the division of the world, the mass media, proletarianisation, the 
betrayal of the intellectual, the corruption of language, the distortion of objective history, 
power-hunger and totalitarianism. His approach appears as a critique that goes beyond any 
form of totalitarian regime, thus “[Orwell] is satirising the pretensions of hierarchy” (Crick, 
2007, p. 149). This widely researched and analysed novel has been read and misread. It has 
been characterised as a deterministic prophecy and as a dystopia, among other interpretations. 
It was written in the context of its own time, around 1948, in “a post-war world brutally and 
arbitrarily divided into spheres of influence by the great powers” (Ibídem, p. 146). It was a 
period when the Spanish Civil War, the rise of Hitler and Stalin, the aftermath of World War 
II and the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings marked an era of control and destruction. The 
following quote exemplifies the novel’s critique of the state’s distortion of reality: 
But I tell you, Winston, that reality is not external. Reality exists in the human 
mind, and nowhere else. Not in the individual mind, which can make 
mistakes, and in any case soon perishes: only in the mind of the Party, which 
is collective and immortal. Whatever the party holds to be truth, is truth. It is 
impossible to see reality except by looking through the eyes of the party 
(Orwell, 1974, p. 285). 
‘How many fingers am I holding up, Winston?’ 
‘Four’ 
‘And if the Party says that it is not four but five – then how many?’ (Ibídem, 
p. 286). 
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The interlocutor, Winston, comes to question that truth. Furthermore, he upholds his 
own memory of the past as the true history. Under torture, he is being persuaded to renounce 
his beliefs: 
‘Then, where does the past exist, if at all?’ 
‘In records. It is written down’ 
‘In records. And-?’ 
‘In the mind. In human memories.’ 
‘In memory. Very well, then. We, the Party, control all records, and we control all 
memories. Then, we control the past, do we not?’. 
 
Similarly, El Mañana looks into the evils of the controlling state, as demonstrated 
during recent dictatorships in Argentina. Despite relentless efforts to conceal the past, it 
cannot be buried, and it is exposed and questioned. The so-called Dirty War and its horrors 
have served as an inspiration to literature, claims Beatriz Sarlo, which in the 80s turned 
towards its own reading of history. In the last decades, history has become an axis of fiction 
(B. Sarlo & Saítta, 2007, p. 472). Therefore, Luisa Valenzuela’s narrative during the late 70s 
until the early 90s is considered to be part of the “Literatura de la Dictadura”, which consists 
of three distinct stages: “al principio es premonición, después, oposición y subversión y, 
finalmente, memoria” (Díaz et al., 2010, p. 87). The stage of Memoria persists and is 
perpetuated in later books, to preserve the past in order to avoid replication of historical 
mistakes and bloodshed. Thus El Mañana as a novel builds on the remnants of la memoria 
colectiva to create a hyperbolic version of the future. The novel depicts a reality comprising 
of an invigorated return to State terrorism with an intimidated populace unable to offer 
dissent or to question. Ghosts of the Argentinean past, exacerbated in a globalised world, 
appear entangled in the novel. Those haunting ghosts are, according to Avery Gordon, “one 
way in which abusive systems of power make themselves known and their impacts felt in 
everyday life, especially when they are supposedly over and done with” (Gordon, 2008, p. 
xvi). The following quote from El Mañana refers to a contamination of the present with the 
ghosts of the Dirty War: 
Creo que él fue el primero en mencionar la palabra contaminación cuando le 
hablé de la indiferencia o quizás el miedo de mis vecinos, y yo agarré la idea 
 127 
 
al vuelo y entendí que nosotras podríamos estar pagando por algo así como el 
emergente de una peste ya olvidada. El retorno de lo reprimido, le dije 
tratando de mantener una cierta dosis de humor. El retorno de los represores, 
me contestó él que no estaba para bromas. Como si nos hubiera vuelto a azotar 
el cólera: el mismo terror secreto de antes, las mismas actitudes del no te 
metás o del algo habrán hecho. Uno hubiera querido creer que ese virus ya 
estaba erradicado, y sin embargo (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 68). 
Far from being eradicated, and resonating with Gordon’s ghosts, Valenzuela’s virus 
returns, lurking beneath reality like a “repressed or unresolved social violence [which] is 
making itself known, sometimes very directly, sometimes more obliquely” (Gordon, 2008, p. 
xvi). And the past returns, invigorated, in a future that, as depicted in 1984, appears as a “boot 
stamping on a human face forever” (Orwell, 1974, p. 307). The controlling state does not 
cease to lurk beneath reality. Luisa Valenzuela’s El Mañana describes her worst fears of the 
obstruction of intellectual freedom and the silencing (more haunting ghosts) of a polyphony 
of social voices under an omniscient system of power.  
¿Qué habrá pasado con las brillantes periodistas políticas?, le pregunté a Omer 
en algún momento. Poco se sabe de ellas, me contestó; aunque a ninguna 
parece haberle ocurrido nada demasiado malo, me contestó; les ocurrió el 
silenciamiento, la censura. Como si fuera poco (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 86). 
Silencing, however, is not only satisfied with arrests, but language and thought must 
also be targeted. In his analysis of dystopian fiction, Gregory Claeys explores 1984 claiming 
that the totalitarian state will go to any lengths to obtain blind compliance and that its very 
presence breaches each and every aspect of social and individual life: 
As a satire or caricature of totalitarianism the novel focuses on two dominant 
themes. The first is the totalitarian demand for complete loyalty, which 
requires slavish submission by the intellectuals, the debasement of logic and 
language (‘doublethink’ and ‘newspeak’), the evocation of the worst popular 
passions (‘Hate Week’), and hostility to individualism (…). Secondly, there is 
the omnipresence of state power: the telescreen, the posters of Big Brother 
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(who may or may not actually exist), the ubiquitous Thought Police, the 
continuous rewriting of the past (Claeys, 2010, p. 124). 
Taking into account, firstly, the powerful system that lies behind the arrests, and 
remains unidentified in El Mañana; secondly an ambiguous target that could be the voice, the 
language or even the presumed subversive thinking of the writers that characterises life under 
surveillance in an omnipresent State; and, lastly, the systematic erasure of the main 
character’s memories of the past, there is enough scope to claim that there are similarities 
between both novels, thus the conjecture that El Mañana belongs to the dystopian genre. 
Moreover, the following quote from the novel reveals to the reader the extent to which 
a subdued society can fall. Under extreme oppression, the general public eventfully gets to a 
point where it gladly renounces doubt and contradictions, where thought is not a private 
attribute but is, rather, readymade, imposed and unquestionable: “Es fácil, es fácil pensar y 
actuar cuando se está oprimido y la presión externa dicta una manera de pensar que lo aleja a 
uno de la duda y las contradicciones”. Delving even further into the effects of a controlled 
mind, El Mañana exposes the way in which detention and lack of interaction lead to mental 
claustrophobia. As a result, the writer is unable to overcome fear, to surmount impossibility 
and thus to truly engage in literature:  
[la mente] no puede cruzar los limitadísimos límites de sus propios miedos. Y 
de eso se trata cuando se escribe de verdad, de trascender límites, de ir más 
allá de los miedos y de todo lo que una cree posible e imposible (Valenzuela, 
2010, p. 45). 
Imagination suffers under extreme oppression, curtailing individual expression and 
the potential for dissent even further: “Con la inmovilidad forzada le cortaron las alas y la 
imaginación, esa águila, se me ha vuelto gallina echada, estéril” (Ibídem, p. 44). The novel 
clearly depicts an utterly threatening future, where thought has been tamed and imagination 
ceases to be a glorious eagle and becomes a domestic(ated) chicken. This version of the 
future where there is massive collective fear of returning to the times of absolute patriarchy, 
where women entertained only within the private realm and were limited to expressing 
themselves only on irrelevant matters, prompts Valenzuela to write: 
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(…) los esbirros ya liberaron a varias de las nuestras; eso imagino, espero. 
Ellos no tienen ni medios ni ganas de sostener tanto arresto domiciliario. 
Dieciocho somos muchas. Y las que también son periodistas hacen falta para 
publicar revistas femeninas como las de antes, con recetas y fórmulas para ser 
más bella, más estática, más inconsistente (Ibídem, p. 85).  
Thus, Valenzuela’s dystopia exposes her worst fears of an attempted taming of the 
writer and, with it, of language, and through it, of society as a whole. Such an event was, 
despite resistance, clearly evident beyond the fictional realm in real life Argentina. 
 
  The impossibility of utopia in El Mañana: 4.4.3.2
Valenzuela’s novel initially offers a utopian alternative: a secluded environment 
where a group of women writers can meet in a space that offers material conditions conducive 
to intellectual freedom and unregulated personal interaction. The boat El Mañana, offers a 
space where intellectual liberty can be exercised, where language can be done and undone, 
reworked, seen through and appropriated. However, as the novel proceeds, Valenzuela 
encounters a major hurdle, an underlying power has another notion of utopia in mind, and that 
power builds and gathers strength from ghosts of past State terrorism. The novel confronts 
reality with a parodic version of the arbitrary control exercised during the ‘Años de Plomo’ of 
the Dirty War. The unexpected turn of El Mañana and the invalidation of El Mañana as the 
ideal alternative consolidate the impossibility of utopia and the rise of a reformulated despotic 
order. I agree with Fernando Aínsa’s claims on the semantic vagueness of the term “utopia” 
and apply them to El Mañana: the women’s freedom of thought and their appropriation of 
language (as sought after with the congress) is seen as anarchic and therefore the tyranny of 
the system opposes it. From the freedom of a boat in open waters to a vulnerable state of 
defencelessness, to then end on a controlled and suffocating house arrest, “a system that 
appears ideal, (…) can effortlessly develop into a nightmare” (F. Ainsa, 1999, p. 19). And so 
it does. 
The following section examines the treatment of space in Valenzuela’s novel, a space 
that retains the isolation of utopias, along with its controversial effects.  
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 The configuration and juxtaposition of spaces  4.5
A geographical contextualization of the novel proves to be slightly more problematic 
than a temporal one. El Mañana is located mainly in Buenos Aires, however the setting 
becomes ambiguous as new characters enter the novel. A more global context: Stockholm, 
Cairo and Israel, complete the scene. Nevertheless, it is in three distinguishable enclosed, 
isolated spaces where the majority of the action takes place: the boat where the Congress is 
held, Elisa’s under-surveillance apartment, more specifically, the thirteenth floor; and a villa 
miseria or shanty town by the name of Villa Indemnización, where the fugitive Elisa seeks 
shelter. There is nothing random about the three chosen spaces. They epitomise the isolation 
turned into defencelessness on the boat; the privacy turned into abandonment on the thirteenth 
floor; and a tension between inclusion and exclusion in the villa. A sense of suffocating 
asphyxia seizes the reader, yet the novel provides alternative routes to freedom, as is the case 
of Elisa’s apparent alter ego, the Lieutenant Colonel Juana Azurduy de Padilla (1780-1862). 
Alongside her army of women and Aymara Indians, the brave revolutionary fought for 
independence during the nineteenth century in the Alto Peru, at that time a viceroyalty of 
which Argentina was part. In contrast to Elisa’s house arrest, the remains of an unfinished 
historical novel on Azurduy come to plague the captive writer. The amazon of freedom, as 
sung by Argentinean singer Mercedes Sosa, brings her a thirst for emancipation over 
centuries and geographies to present day Buenos Aires, interrupting the thread of the novel. 
Thus the oppression of the secluded space is antagonised by allegories of liberty and past 
victories over unjust domination.  
In order to accurately contextualize the novel, it will be necessary to ponder those 
secluded spaces and how they serve as a further reminder of one of Valenzuela’s major 
preoccupations: the subject of power. 
 
 The Boat 4.5.1
The boat, El Mañana, is where the eighteen writers hold their intellectual debate. 
Sailing up the Paraná, a river that traverses Brazil, Paraguay and Argentina, El Mañana 
provides the seclusion sought by the women gathered at the PECONA, an acronym for the 
Primer Encuentro Confidencial de Narradoras, which translates as First Confidential 
Encounter of Narrators. The acronym is reminiscent of the Spanish verb pecar ‘to sin’, or the 
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female form of the adjective sinner: pecador. The significance of a women only group 
attending the PECONA Congress in seclusion might suggest an affront to the status quo, a 
bunch of pecadoras stirring up trouble in the male-led land of language. 
The so-called Río Paraná (Parana River), where the boat journeys, owes its name to its 
size. The etymology of the term Paraná is an abbreviation of the Guarani language para rehe 
onava, which literally means “like the sea”. In the novel it is described as el anchuroso río, 
the wide river, in English. Along with its many tributaries, the Paraná merges with the River 
Uruguay to form the River Plate (Río de la Plata), eventually flowing into the Atlantic Ocean. 
Valenzuela’s El Mañana contrasts the openness of the river with the segregation of the boat, a 
blurred boundary placing it, and therefore the event being held in it, in jeopardy. The 
unrestricted agency sought by the Congress and its intended seclusion from the outside world, 
ends up being undermined by its own vulnerability; they are trapped where they felt most 
free. Foucault discusses this paradox in his work Madness and Civilization in reference to the 
madman trapped on a ship: 
Confined on the ship, from which there is no escape, the madman is delivered 
to the river with its thousand arms, the sea with its thousand roads, to the 
uncertainty external to everything. He is a prisoner in the midst of what is the 
freest, the openest of routes, bound fast at the infinite crossroads. He is the 
Passenger par excellence, that is the prisoner of the passage (Foucault & 
Howard, 2001, p. 11).  
The idea of closeting themselves on a boat is considered to be pretentious, however 
fervently supported by Elisa, who believes it to be an ideal opportunity to gather with her 
peers to debate, untrammelled by critics and academics, what appears to be their main topic: 
their approach to language (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 19). Thus it seems that the boat’s promise of 
freedom is not fully delivered. While in her thirteenth floor imprisonment, Elisa has a dream 
in which the dichotomy freedom–restraint is reinforced. The dream merges with the notions 
of the expansiveness of the river, the adventurous sailing and the energy and passion of a 
horse, only for it all to collapse passively into a box of suffocating constraints: 
(…) anoche soñé que a caballo llegaba yo hasta el muelle en el campo de unos 
amigos y ellos iban a cruzar el río en un velero que era más bien una pequeña 
balsa. Era como el Río de le Plata, anchuroso y eterno, y decidieron llevarme 
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y llevar el caballo, pero no hay lugar dije, eso no importa dijeron y al caballo 
lo plegaron con las patas pegadas al cuerpo y la cabeza también y lo metieron 
en un gran cajón de madera (…), y el caballo ni se inmutó, pensé que estaba 
acostumbrado y se ve que esa parte de mí que fue caballo ahora está 
acostumbrada a la caja, el cajón, el gran cubo de madera que me contiene 
(Valenzuela, 2010, pp. 114-5). 
When looking back at their arrest later in the novel, the narrator retrospectively 
acknowledges their total vulnerability while on board of El Mañana, confined and isolated: 
“apenas unas ilusas que habían tenido la pésima idea de juntarse en un barco, un espacio 
mínimo, totalmente aislado, acotado, ofreciéndose como paquete perfectamente envuelto” 
(Valenzuela, 2010, p. 346). However, there is a utopic intention underlying the idea of 
hosting the Congress on board a boat called El Mañana, the multidimensional term that gives 
a name to a boat but also hints at a promising future, “un futuro donde habríamos de cobrar 
más cuerpo” (Ibídem, p.24). The contrast between anticipation and reality continues to disturb 
the fugitive writer as she struggles to decipher the ambiguity of their arrest. 
This first alienated space exposes the vulnerability of the women as writers, where 
they enter the public domain to challenge the ingrained power of the establishment. The 
following section describes how the same power intervenes in the private realm. 
 
 The thirteenth floor  4.5.2
The second confined space is Elisa’s apartment, where she is held under house arrest 
on the thirteenth floor and where time and space converge and stagnate: “Tenemos todo el 
tiempo por delante, sí, pero un tiempo asfixiado y la reflexión no sale” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 
16). Although the bad luck associated with the number thirteen is dismissed by Elisa 
Algañaraz, it proves to be painfully accurate. The number is one which the Egyptians 
associated with immortality and the Christians with destruction and death; covens of witches 
would gather in thirteens and even hotels would avoid the thirteenth floor in response to the 
superstition behind it. However, in the novel, Elisa has no particular concerns about the 
seclusion or location of her apartment: 
Mi departamento da a los fondos y no tengo vecinos. Mala suerte la mía. Lo 
compré por eso mismo. No por la mala suerte, por la tranquilidad. Está en el 
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piso 13, no soy supersticiosa, tiene una linda terraza llena de plantas que mira 
al cielo. En este, un barrio tranquilo sobre la barranca. El vasto río no está 
cerca, cada día se aleja más a causa de los rellenos, pero de todos modos se lo 
puede atisbar a lo lejos (Ibídem, p. 17). 
It could be suggested that, if not bad luck, at least a succession of unfortunate 
circumstances stem from the supposed advantages of Elisa’s thirteenth floor apartment. The 
lack of neighbours adds to her imposed isolation, resulting in her disengagement; her balcony, 
which has been barred up, further locks her in, and its allegedly magnificent views out. Her 
safe and quiet neighbourhood opts to remain within the safety and quietness of its 
uncommitted life, thus repeating the history of turning a blind eye to the wrongdoings of 
dictatorships: “se ve que nadie quiere involucrarse, seguro les lavaron el cerebro” (Ibídem, p. 
17).  
A feeling of oppression expands beyond Elisa’s personal space. Her library has been 
impounded, her windows barred, her internet connection cancelled, her income and funds 
confiscated, and her computer has been replaced by an old one where files are deleted on a 
regular basis. She is locked in, and taken for a walk twice a week, wrapped in a chador, like a 
Muslim woman: “Lo esperé tras la puerta hasta con el velo puesto, un chador negro de los 
clásicos, no me resistí como tantas veces, no discutí ni nada. Yo que siempre defendí la idea 
de dar la cara, ahora debo cubrírmela” (Ibídem, p. 22). As feminist writers, both, the fictional 
Elisa and the real Luisa Valenzuela have their literary audacity, their transgressive writing, 
undermined. In the novel, Elisa is ordered to remain silent and anonymous when she is made 
to take a “paseo higiénico” (Ibídem, p. 22), a brisk walk at dawn under the guard of an 
unidentified agent of power; a nameless and threatening man who seems to amuse himself 
watching the excruciating submission she has to endure. Elisa is helpless in the face of his 
dominance, to the extent that she is unable to attempt an escape, even when walking out in the 
open: “a él me ata algo así como una cuerda invisible que ni yo sé bien cómo funciona” 
(Ibídem, p. 22). The idea of a chador appears to encapsulate the overshadowing power of the 
patriarchal structure, a mantle covering women, appropriating them and oppressing them with 
invisible forces: 
Cuando nos sacan a tomar aire debemos salir a la calle con chador, cosa que 
ya no llama la atención porque el chador se ha puesto de moda, (…) y los 
maridos y novios y amantes (…) las prefieren así, recatadas y propias.  
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A mí, más que los actos me importan más las palabras con que se designan 
esos actos, las marcas indelebles. El velo es de quita y pon, el adjetivo 
“veladas” nos cubre para siempre” (Ibídem, p. 20). 
Thus, and returning to the dystopian character of the novel, the chador could be said to 
symbolise the undoing of the achievements of the feminist liberation movement and, 
concomitantly, its imminent collapse. The fact that “el chador se ha puesto de moda” (Ibídem, 
p. 20) is mentioned seems a step back into the prevailing systems of the past envisioned in a 
dystopian account of a future of domination. The fashionable velo over the woman’s face 
becomes a disturbing prophecy of la mujer velada, as the word velada “nos cubre para 
siempre” (Ibídem, p. 20). Moreover, we could take the notion of dystopia further, to an even 
more terrifying point, and posit that the chador acts as an analogy of something beyond 
Muslim practice, to Muslims themselves. We could appeal to Agamben’s use of the term 
Muselmann. The term Muselmann (the Muslim), was concentration camp jargon to denote 
those inhabitants of the camps who were no longer able to respond or to have any interaction 
with their immediate environment, who were “stripped of every relational and linguistic 
capacity” (Murray & Whyte, 2011, p. 134) as a result of the violence inflicted on them by SS 
agents. The Muselmann, according to Agamben: 
(…) moves in an absolute indistinction of fact and law, of life and juridical 
rule, and of nature and politics. Because of this, the guard suddenly seems 
powerless before him, as if struck by the thought that the Muselmann’s 
behaviour –which does not register any difference between an order and the 
cold– might perhaps be a silent form of resistance (Agamben, 1998, p. 185). 
In portraying how control over her personal space is constantly exercised, the novel 
also examines the ways in which Elisa tries to subvert that control. Other than being acutely 
aware of it, she is essentially impotent. Her Muselmann’s silence becomes a voluntary exile 
into the intimate realm of her thoughts, though on one of her regular walks with her guard her 
wish to remain silent is taken as an affront: 
¿No me contestás?, me pregunta, y yo que ni lo escucho, tan enfrascada estoy 
proyectándome mentalmente la memoria de la noche anterior junto a Omer, 
me apuro a contestarle:  
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-Usted me tiene la palabra prohibida. Como el boxeador. La trompada, 
perdón, la palabra prohibida. 
-Bueno. No seas tan rigurosa. Hace meses que te saco a caminar, podrías 
decirme algo. 
No, le hago con la cabeza, sacudiendo el chador no sin cierta elegancia. 
No y no. 
A él la negativa lo envalentona. Y yo no tengo tiempo para el enemigo. Soy 
un molusco, un humilde bivalvo (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 61).  
The exploration of alienating spaces and the silencing of self-professed subversive 
women are recurring topics in Valenzuela’ narrative. In this regard, a parallel could be drawn 
between the house arrest of El Mañana and the arrest and torture of Laura depicted in the 
short story “Cambio de armas”, from the homonymous book. Laura, the protagonist of 
“Cambio de armas”, a former militant of a presumably subversive group, is kept captive by 
her high-ranking military torturer. When found guilty of an assassination attempt against him, 
she is arrested and tortured. Both Elisa and Laura are isolated from the outside world, in an 
attempt to silence the former and rehabilitate the latter. Both these strong-willed women are 
condemned and are being reduced to victims of the system, the objects of a pure de facto rule. 
Both are under the iron fist of the State of Exception. In his homonymous book, Agamben 
encounters an analogy between the State of Exception and the whole system of justice and 
language: 
The structural analogy between language and law is illuminating here. Just as 
linguistic elements subsist in language, without any real denotation which they 
acquire only in actual discourse, so in the state of exception the norm is in 
force without any reference to reality. But just as concrete linguistic activity 
becomes intelligible precisely through the presupposition of something like 
language, so is the norm able to refer to the normal situation through the 
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suspension of its application in the state of exception” (Agamben, 2005, p. 
36). 
It seems clear, then, that only discourse validates language; by silencing discourse, 
language is rendered ineffective, a mere succession of linguistic signs unable to communicate 
anything. The enforced silencing experienced by Laura and Elisa, although different, is in 
both cases disempowering, as it targets not only their capacity to remember the past but also 
to retain the present, the ability to record their memories.  
Of whom Elisa is a victim is unclear, it could either be the actual State or the haunting 
ghosts of the past Dirty War (1976-1983). It responds to a pattern of behaviour with which, 
even though unsure of the forces behind it, Elisa seems to identify. Avery Gordon, in her 
book Ghostly matters: haunting and the sociological imagination (2008), refers to haunting 
memories as ghosts of the past, stating that by somehow making contact with those ghosts is a 
form of validation: 
(…) is about putting life back in where only a vague memory or a bare trace 
was visible to those who bothered to look. It is sometimes about writing ghost 
stories, stories that not only repair representational mistakes, but also strive to 
understand the conditions under which a memory was produced in the first 
place, toward a countermemory, for the future. Sociology, in particular, has an 
extraordinary mandate as far as academic disciplines go: to conjure up social 
life. Conjuring is a particular form of calling up and calling out the forces that 
make things what they are in order to fix and transform a troubling situation 
(Gordon & Radway, 2008, p. 22). 
The protagonist of El Mañana longs for some form of intervention, but the ghosts 
bring unsettling memories of a collective silencing through organised State terrorism, a 
general paranoia about getting involved and a blind belief in the discourses of politics and the 
media. Her incarceration seems perpetual. 
¿Y los familiares, no hacen nada, no protestan y presentan recursos de amparo 
y esas cosas?, me preguntaría algún interlocutor invisible. (…) No sabría qué 
contestarle, por mi parte sólo me queda algún distante primo que ni se habrá 
enterado. ¿Y los organismos internacionales, no hacen nada? Algo estarán 
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intentando, no cabe duda, pero muchos por acá deben de sentirse más 
cómodos con nuestras voces acalladas, y vaya a saber de qué horrores los 
habrán convencido, cuantas mentiras e infundios les contaron (Valenzuela, 
p.16). 
Al principio de mi encierro me distraje tratando de tirar a las terrazas vecinas 
flechas armadas con hojas de los pocos libros que me dejaron –un intento 
desesperado, vandálico- pero se ve que nadie quiere involucrarse, seguro les 
lavaron el cerebro (Ibídem, p. 17). 
Creo que él fue el primero en mencionar la palabra contaminación cuando le 
hablé de la indiferencia o quizás el miedo de mis vecinos (…) el emergente de 
una peste ya olvidada. El retorno de lo reprimido, (...). Como si nos hubiera 
vuelto a azotar el cólera: el mismo terror secreto de antes, las mismas actitudes 
del no te metas o del algo habrán hecho (Ibídem, p. 68). 
The above three quotes from the novel give us an insight into Elisa’s state of mind 
during her arrest: the haunting ghosts, the analogies with times of dictatorship, the fears of 
repeating what memory does not fail to recall, all come together in her thoughts. Beatriz Sarlo 
refers to this issue when citing Pacho O’Donnell‘s term“cultura del miedo”, at a time when 
intellectuals and the general population had to remain unconnected. At the height of State 
terrorism, when dissent in its various forms was being targeted, the days were discernible by 
“esta clausura en la circulación de los discursos y en la producción de contactos entre 
diferentes lugares de la sociedad” (B. Sarlo & Saítta, 2007, p. 347). However, Sarlo 
continues, silence did not entirely supersede intellectual dissidence; literature became one of 
many discourses that filtered through “la homogeneización reglamentarista y terrorista” 
(Ibídem, p. 347) that characterised the years of the Dirty War. By eliminating contact between 
social actors, everyday experiences could not be debated, thus it affected collective memory: 
“El olvido o, más bien, el silencio que tenía la forma de la represión internalizada, fueron las 
primeras respuestas defensivas frente al Nuevo país que se imponía con el poder militar” 
(Ibídem, p. 347). In the face of the dangers of lost memory, only human rights organisations 
stood up to the regime in an attempt to forestall a collective loss of memory; a sequel of the 
“cultura del miedo”. Furthermore, Sarlo claims that silencing acted not only as a retaliation 
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against the dictators and their repressive system, but also as passive resistance (Ibídem, p. 
347).  
Both women, Laura from Cambio de armas and Elisa from El Mañana, whilst under 
arrest, are deprived of their memories. Laura has been re-educated through physical torture 
and drugs; her past has been so utterly erased that “[a Laura] no le asombra para nada el 
hecho de estar sin memoria, de sentirse totalmente desnuda de recuerdos. Quizás ni siquiera 
se dé cuenta de que vive en cero absoluto” (Valenzuela, 2004, p. 153). Elisa, by the same 
token, is left voiceless and unable to keep a record of her memories. While the captors 
somehow succeed in silencing her, they cannot silence the ghosts that haunt her. Those ghosts 
trigger her silence, turning it into a sharp and confrontational form of resistance. 
Nevertheless, she persists in her attempt to pursue her writing, however ephemeral, seeking to 
hold onto the few remnants of power that owning and expressing her voice might bring: 
“Contarlo por escrito es lo único que puedo hacer para simular que mi vida está en mis manos 
aunque a cada paso me la vayan borrando. Será una aventura más después de todo” 
(Valenzuela, 2010, p. 11). 
If the act of writing is a liberating pursuit, then the systematic erasure of writing and 
memory can only be seen as another limitation that would lead to Valenzuela’s so-called 
mental claustrophobia or the inability to transcend what we know as reality: “Y de eso se trata 
cuando se escribe de verdad, de trascender límites, de ir más allá de los miedos y de lo que 
una cree posible e imposible” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 45). There is gradual closure, starting 
with the physical body and then the intellect, thus disabling Elisa’s intervention beyond the 
private space.  
Whereas Elisa is left with her memories, but with no means of storing them, since her 
record of them is systematically erased each week, Laura has memory excised from her 
through torture, and is left with a primal form of expression that appears pointless. As Pitt has 
pointed out in Body, Nation and Narrative in the Americas (2010), Laura’s loss of memory 
has to do with the bare state she has been reduced to, which leaves her unable to fully 
comprehend language, and without language she can neither access nor assess her past. 
Additionally, her captor and alleged husband, has reinvented her past, replacing it with a new 
set of memories. In contrast, in the case of Elisa, it is precisely because of language and her 
grasp of it that she is forbidden to write, retain or even contemplate her past. Her access to 
language is suspended by isolation and by lack of communication precisely because of her 
profound comprehension of it. She is also banned from accessing memory, or creating one, 
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because of her ability to keep a written record of it. This second deprivation of liberty cancels 
out discourse; it endeavours to subdue these two women’s voices and negate their very 
existence, and with it any potential to take action. It targets memory and attempts to tame a 
revolutionary spirit by rendering it submissive, a deed abundantly proven to be successful in 
the past.  
The topic of memory is frequently returned to in El Mañana, however what Elisa 
undergoes on a regular basis is mostly referred to as el borramiento and references the 
silencing and indifference that occurred during the Dirty War. El borramiento could be 
interpreted, using Nelly Richards’ definition of memory, as the act of impeding the active 
intervention over the past in trying to make sense of it: 
La memoria es un proceso abierto de reinterpretación del pasado que deshace 
y rehace sus nudos para que se ensayen de nuevo sucesos y comprensiones. La 
memoria remece el dato estático del pasado con nuevas significaciones sin 
clausurar que ponen un recuerdo a trabajar, llevando comienzos y finales a 
reescribir nuevas hipótesis y conjeturas para desmontar con ellas el cierre 
explicativo de las totalidades demasiado seguras de sí mismas. Y es la 
laboriosidad de esta memoria insatisfecha, que no se da nunca por vencida, la 
que perturba la voluntad de sepultación oficial del recuerdo mirado 
simplemente como depósito fijo de significaciones inactivas (Richard, 1998, 
p. 29). 
Solitary confinement along with rendering Elisa’s mind a tabula rasa, are the 
mechanisms chosen by the State to eliminate dissent or any questioning that might jeopardise 
the status quo.  
This last section provides a brief overview of the extent to which the State intervenes 
in the private realm, targeting freedom of expression, thought and memory. The following 
paragraphs describe the exclusiveness of the different social classes with all the prejudices 
and tensions that this implies. 
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 Villa Indemnización 4.5.3
Al borde de la realidad está esta villa, al borde de la ciudad que la vio nacer y 
ahora no quiere verla en absoluto (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 291). 
This section will examine a third enclosed space: la villa, or the shanty town, the so-
called Villa Indemnización, where Elisa seeks refuge after having escaped house arrest. The 
name itself is loaded with meaning. Indemnización was a redundancy payment made to a 
former employee by his employer. The fact that the villa is called Indemnización may 
represent a form of rhetorical violence, alluding to massive unemployment and redundancies, 
along with the meagre compensation received by workers. This often led to homelessness at 
worst and precarious living conditions at best. Furthermore, given the extent of the 2001-2002 
Argentinean economic crisis and the reaches of neoliberal fundamentalism, the compensation 
condemned a whole working class to redundancies and homelessness, an entire social group 
that ceased to belong to the workforce. The lower and middle classes were deeply shaken, 
evicted from a place where they had a sense of belonging to a place from which they felt 
alienated. Thus, the worker-made-redundant turns cartonero, a precarious inhabitant of Villa 
Indemnización, and feels embarrassment for it. As Dimarco proposes, this is a process of 
personal dislocation or alienation towards a new referential group to which, under the current 
circumstances, they reluctantly belong (Dimarco, 2007). The dubious compensation is, in this 
case, paradoxically, non-existent. However, in the case in El Mañana, it gives rise to the 
existence of Villa Indemnización, which stands as the epitome of a strong-willed and 
neglected, yet resourceful sector of society. They are a marginalised stratum of a battered 
population seeking alternatives where there appear to be none.  
Designed as a labyrinth, “un infierno de pacotilla armado con latas y ladrillos 
reciclados” (Ibídem, p. 15), the villa is home to a group of cartoneros, the ex-workers of a 
textile factory. They were called there by Augusto Rivero, now known as El Viejo de los 
Siglos, their former supervisor. Built on vacant land, the villa typifies a prototype of marginal 
dwellings as a result of local and foreign migration, together with erratic and inefficient urban 
planning strategies. As claimed by Oszlak, Metropolitan Buenos Aires concentrates the most 
affluent sectors of society in the central areas of the city while the urban poor are moved 
further and further out into increasingly precarious conditions. 
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La periferia de la ciudad se convirtió en una especie de riñón destinado a 
mantener un equilibrio socialmente gravoso, en el que las áreas suburbanas 
sirven de precario dormitorio de una población dependiente de las 
oportunidades y privilegios que sigue concentrado en el centro (Oszlak, 1978, 
p. 90). 
The increasing population, both from the provinces and from neighbouring countries 
(Paraguay, Bolivia and Peru), led to an unofficial occupation of urban space in the form of 
villas de emergencia or villas miseria. The progression that leads to the establishment of these 
villas consists of firstly, the illegal seizure of private or fiscal land, followed by the erection 
of makeshift dwellings that completely lack, or have very rudimentary, and unapproved, 
sanitation or other basic services. Thus, shanty towns emerge at a steady pace. The 
proliferation of the villas occurred mainly during the nineties, where urban planning became 
an urban aesthetic issue. Vanina Lekerman states that socio-spatial segregation goes hand in 
hand with an established system of exclusion. It also relates to an uneven distribution of 
urban space due to “una multiplicidad de factores y actores sociales –instituciones públicas, 
agentes privados, organizaciones sociales, etc. – que inciden en el espacio urbano” 
(Lekerman, 2005, p. 120). Along the same lines, and according to Beatriz Sarlo, la villa has 
become, beyond the space itself, a practice: a way to organise space, people and resources, 
making it the biggest national issue. (Beatriz Sarlo, 2010, p. 45). Increasingly at the hub of 
public attention, la villa has served as a topos for fictional narratives. Sylvia Saíita suggests 
that literature from the years following the debacle of the Menem decade of failed neoliberal 
measures represented poverty by focusing on the paradigm of the villa miseria. Thus, 
although narratives about poverty are not new, from the nineties onwards, representations of 
it have been approached differently. The fiction writing of the late 20
th
 century, together with 
that of the early 21
st
, epitomises the changing urban scenario. It portrays a system that has 
worsened the already abject poverty suffered by huge sections of society. Whereas committed 
writers had previously responded to their role as documenters of society by portraying the 
world of the poor in a realistic way, by comparison new representations of poverty lack 
realism. However, states Saítta, novels such as El aire (1992) by Sergio Chejfek and La villa 
(2001) by Cesar Aira, and writers leaning towards an aesthetics of social realism, still highly 
relate to the society that serves them as immediate context (Saítta, 2006). 
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As much as Valenzuela describes la villa in a somehow realistic way, she also moves 
beyond socially committed, realistic literature. In taking a more global approach, she portrays 
the tragic consequences of a system of entrenched inequalities. Furthermore, she assesses, 
denounces and redresses the imbalance. While capturing the social imagery of the villa as a 
nowhere land, a place of crime and violence, Valenzuela breaks through stereotypes and 
recreates the place as a utopic vision: a united, self-made structure, with legitimate leadership, 
and a deep sense of solidarity and purpose. It is, however, a fractured utopia, with a chance of 
becoming a real space; it appears to be traversed by realities that make it feasible. In terms 
taken from Michael Foucault’s in “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias”33, Villa 
Indemnización would be a case of heterotopia. Defined as “counter-sites, effectively enacted 
utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture, are 
simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted” (p. 3). It could be said that the whole of 
Argentina’s present is recreated in Villa Indemnización, a metonymy of Argentinean society 
as a whole.  
This point can clearly be illustrated by analysing a few examples. La villa is firstly 
described as: 
(…) tierra de nadie, zona fuera del mapa, desatendida del plano catastral. 
Inexistente en los papeles, tierra hecha de despojos, de escombros y detritus, 
tierra árida y desalmada y a la vez receptiva para ellos, casi sólida bajo sus 
pies (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 203).  
The quote exposes society’s neglectful attitude towards la villa, its very existence and 
location are disregarded, along with its intrinsic potential to be turned into a genuine refuge. 
By emphasising its marginal position, the quote also portrays the deepening polarization of 
social strata in the aftermath of the neoliberal decade. The impoverishment of the lower, and 
to some extent the middle, classes throws them into a void. In order to find solidity, they pull 
themselves back up by standing on the refuse of the upper classes.  
A second quote pinpoints the resourcefulness and ingenuity required to build a whole 
housing complex out of recycled and rejected items: “(…) ese lugar que era la fragilidad 
misma. Entre paredes hechas con ladrillos de plástico prensado y ventanas de botellas, una 
cortina como toda puerta y techo de chapa que sonó estrepitosa cuando estalló el aguacero” 
                                                 
33
 This article was retrieved from http://web.mit.edu/allanmc/www/foucault1.pdf on 09-2014 
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(Ibídem, p. 197). It is an allegory of Argentinean society, no stone is left unturned in looking 
for ways to overcome a crisis, and this confirms the villa as a heterotopia. 
Lastly, towards the end of the novel, we are able to interpret the contradictions of a 
divided society, but one whose consciousness has been awakened. Anaesthetised and obliged 
to conform by media discourse, the social body is exposed to a reality that simply is not in 
line with its imagined reality:  
(...) ella alguna vez había pertenecido al otro lado de la empalizada que 
ocultaba este mínimo sector del mundo a los ojos de quienes no querían verlo, 
y le estaba llegando el momento de volver a ese otro lado, y la idea así 
planteada le resultaba odiosa. 
-Pensar que yo tenía una imagen muy diferente de las villas miseria -dijo-; 
quizás la tele tergiverse todo, da ideas de violencia, de horrores que por acá 
nunca vi en todo este tiempo, no sé, en fin, antes creía que la cosa era distinta, 
mucho más sórdida” (Ibídem, p. 373). 
Expanding on Foucault’s concept of heterotopia, we suggest that Valenzuela’s Villa 
Indemnización could be defined as a heterotopia of compensation, a place that is other, that 
embodies everything that the real place lacks: “as perfect, as meticulous, as well arranged as 
ours is messy, ill constructed, and jumbled” 34 (p. 8). So it is on this contrast, straddling the 
tension between inclusion and exclusion that alienation becomes threatening; it is in the 
awareness of a biased interpretation that the compensation is deemed crucial. 
In the section that follows, Valenzuela’s interpretation of Buenos Aires will be 
argued, an interpretation which is inserted into a tradition of readings and misreading of it as 
a city of contrasts. 
 
 Valenzuela’s Buenos Aires: a city of contrasts  4.6
Born and bred in Buenos Aires, many of Luisa Valenzuela’s stories are set in the 
Argentinean capital city. Mentioned for the first time in her novel Hay que sonreír, the 
                                                 
34
 This article was retrieved from http://web.mit.edu/allanmc/www/foucault1.pdf on 09-2014 
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porteño background has been interpreted and reconfigured by the writer in such a way that the 
light and dark sides, but mostly the darker sides of the city, play a significant part in her 
narrative. Once again, in El Mañana, she exposes the contrasts within the urban landscape, 
the terraced apartment with city views, the parks and the embassies, the affluent areas as 
opposed to the shanty towns and their association with crime and delinquent inhabitants. The 
closely knit social groups are scrutinised and redefined in the light of current issues that 
undermine all idealised visions of the city.  
Valenzuela’s attachment to Buenos Aires is long-standing, and runs parallel to her 
political concerns, her literary project and her position in the Argentine literary canon, 
belonging to a long and important tradition of literary cosmopolitism that goes back to the 
19
th
 century. In “De la ciudad futura a la ciudad ausente: la textualización de Buenos Aires” 
Waisman argues that the so-called Generation of ’37 had a dual Buenos Aires built into 
Argentinean literature; a rejected real city and a paradigmatic ambition set in an invented 
future. As Ricardo Piglia maintains, Sarmiento, with his Facundo o Civilización y Barbarie 
(1845), Esteban Echeverria, with his El Matadero (1839), and José Mármol, with Amalia 
(1851-55), who constitute the core of Argentinean literary tradition, represent a city that has 
been occupied by barbarians. In other words, a negative Buenos Aires, one that has been 
invaded, the city of the dictator Juan Manuel de Rosas and his federales, a chaotic and 
perverse space. In opposition to this Buenos Aires, there is another city, a future, absent, a 
yet-to-be-built city, an imaginary city that resembles a European city: 
Buenos Aires está llamada a ser un día la ciudad más gigantesca de ambas 
Américas. (…) fuera ya la Babilonia americana si el espíritu de la pampa no 
hubiese soplado sobre ella (…). Ella sola, en la vasta extensión argentina, está 
en contacto con las naciones europeas; ella sola explota las ventajas del 
comercio extranjero; ella sola tiene el poder y rentas. En vano le han pedido 
las provincias que les deje pasar un poco de civilización, de industria y de 
población europea; una política estúpida y colonial se hizo sorda a estos 
clamores. Pero las provincias se vengaron, mandándole a Rosas, mucho y 
demasiado de la barbarie que a ellas les sobraba (D.F. Sarmiento, 1924, p. 29) 
Echeverria’s representation of the city is realistic, even naturalistic, incorporating 
grotesque and popular slang to further describe the bloodshed of the slaughter house, the 
peripheral areas and popular classes (la chusma) in his work El Matadero. In a metonymic 
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representation of the real Buenos Aires, the unitario is the foreigner, as his own city, 
civilised, European, exists only in the future. Mármol also portrays a realistic Buenos Aires in 
Amalia; however, his critical approach to the federales, who are in control of the city’s 
population, prompts him to declare the city as a deserted one, a cemetery of the living. 
Waisman states that a truer representation of Buenos Aires, amongst these first 
attemptsat a portrayal, is neither the real, the invaded, the marginal and dystopic, nor the 
European, forthcoming and utopic; it is, rather, the one that emerges from the contradiction 
they engender. That contradiction, accurately and inexorably Argentinean, is the founding 
stone of what Sarlo calls “una cultura de la mezcla” (Waisman, 2003). Captured in literature, 
this paradox is, beyond the inevitable inheritance of the 19th century, an element fostering 
Valenzuela’s representation of Buenos Aires. Her beloved ciudad porteña is one where chaos 
is central; a place where the popular, the marginal and the city’s underworld clash with the 
elites; a place where the prosaic discrimination and the neglectful attitudes towards the other 
(the other that is woman, the other that is omitted, the other that is invisible) exist. It could be 
said that it is in the act of alienating people, space and language, along with the tensions 
therein, that the spatial context of the novel builds and maintains momentum. The other 
invades the city in the figure of the cartoneros that wander in search of cardboard like 
invisible ghosts of dust. They represent the new barbarians. However, the other is also the 
fugitive woman wandering the streets of a Buenos Aires made alien by an anonymous enemy 
that could be anywhere. Containing them all, an imaginary inhabitant of Buenos Aires, of an 
imagined Buenos Aires, sits and broods in cafes, smugly watching the a chaotic flow of 
others. The real Buenos Aires, with its parks and its river, is transformed; its neat boundaries 
traversed and its Kushean pulcritud stained. The other, who is given a central position in El 
Mañana, questions, contradicts and reformulates the paradigms of the imaginary city. 
The following chapter will consider the characters in El Mañana and the way in which 
they gain a voice that authentically represents them.  
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5 Chapter 5: Valenzuela’s ways of responding to the subaltern condition: 
the characters in El Mañana  
    Introduction  5.1
This chapter provides a critical examination of the characters in El Mañana. It 
explores the ways in which Valenzuela examines the society she lives in and portrays 
characters that inhabit it. Of the many things depicted in her novels, Valenzuela favours those 
social actors living on the margins, on those borders where exclusion prevails, where 
oppression is constant and where despondency reigns. The chapter presents seven different 
archetypal characters: Elisa, the narrator and main character; Ómer, the Jewish translator who 
releases Elisa from her captivity; Olga, the doorman’s wife, the quintessence of the 
victimisation of women within patriarchal society; Rosalba, the exiled woman who struggles 
to throw off the yoke of the oppressive family, making her exile not only avoidance or 
escapism, but also an active response; El Viejo de los Siglos, the alma mater of the villa 
modelo, who later becomes Elisa’s mentor; los Cartoneros, the most marginal group, 
inhabitants of the shanty town or villa who bear the social miseries of stigmatisation and 
exclusion, which do not remain uncontested; and Juana Azurduy, a revolutionary heroine 
from the nineteenth century, who epitomises a strength capable of challenging long 
entrenched gender inequality, even when such a transgression seemed unthinkable. 
Lieutenant Colonel Juana Azurduy de Padilla brings to the fore how female resistance has 
emerged, evolved and prevailed throughout history, despite the many hurdles to be overcome. 
Being a historical figure, her inclusion in El Mañana could also be said to shed light on the 
role played by contemporary narrative fiction as an active negotiation between a utopian (and 
dystopian) future and historical past.  
Throughout this chapter El Mañana will be approached as a novel of borders. As with 
most borders, there is a polarity in place; two sides of the border where there is friction and 
tension. That friction emerges, in the novel, when those border spaces overlap and the people 
within them have to negotiate their own representations in order to have agency. As 
mentioned in the introduction, the characters of El Mañana appear as characters in a giant 
fresco of twenty-first century Argentina. They cross over borders and enter into a 
conversation that exposes time awareness, denunciation and resistance. They are conscious of 
their subalternation; they find a voice within themselves and talk back. In the same way that 
Picasso’s Guernica, is a confusing composition where discontinuous and fragmentary figures 
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are jumbled together and share frenetic action, so too does Valenzuela’s El Mañana. The co-
existence of figures, all scattered in spatial and temporal planes that overlap and intermingle, 
turn the novel into a mural, a mural that portrays past and present conjoined in a chaotic 
bundle while being catapulted into the future. Furthermore, these figures are the defeated in 
rebellion, inhabiting their in-between space, responding, talking back. Such a border space 
constitutes a site of rising conflicts, conflicts around class, gender and language. Valenzuela 
captures those conflicts from a range of angles. Again, the multiple viewpoints and shifting 
perspectives, compressed spaces and ambiguity that constitute Picasso’s Cubism in his 
Guernica, reminds us, in Valenzuela, of what Emily Hicks defines as ‘border writing’. Hicks 
refers to multidimensional perception as the capacity to see from both sides of the border, 
stating that border writings are decentred, negotiating two different referential codes, much 
like a hologram. When referring to Valenzuela, whom Hicks identifies as a border writer, we 
could establish that by drawing on Argentinean society she assembles in El Mañana her own 
holographic version, a Cubist style mural, where history, present and future amalgamate and 
boundaries are blurred.  
Additionally, and in line with border theories, with their notions of border 
consciousness and thinking, it is agreed that borders are not natural but socially constructed 
(Mignolo, 2000; Anzaldúa, 2012). Rather, they are, borrowing from Gloria Anzaldua’s 
definition, una herida abierta, where two worlds grate against each other and bleed 
(Anzaldúa, 2012, p. 3). The borders in Valenzuela’s novel have been made porous so that the 
two sides can communicate with each other. When the friction increases, so too does the 
bleeding. The communication becomes both a discourse of dominance and a counter 
discourse of resistance. When the dominant side grows stronger, resistance grows weaker and 
the porosity clogs up. However, when resistance gains awareness and questions the 
hegemonic paradigms of the dominant order, the border becomes more and more permeable, 
and eventually dissipates. Thus there is an imbalance which in itself undermines the model. 
This condition of mobile, fluctuating tension displaces the once indisputable direction of 
power, and so it is the subaltern who becomes the agent, and the dominant retreats into 
silence. With a transgressive narrative, an against-the-grain discourse, Valenzuela lets her 
assorted population of subaltern characters speak for themselves, with a voice owned, not 
given or granted.  
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 Elisa. The woman. The voice 5.2
“Words can be like X-rays if you use them properly, they will go through 
anything. You read and you are pierced” (Huxley, 1932/1965, p. 60).  
Elisa Algañaraz, the main character of El Mañana, embodies agency not only as 
narrator but also as the central thread connecting all the other characters. Thus, converging in 
one voice, this polyphonic discourse acts as a counter discourse to the hegemonic state.  
Encapsulating all the tragedies of subalternity, Elisa's voice rises above the other 
voices – those that have been silenced and those that continue to be unheard. In an 
unrelenting rebellion, her word pierces into the place of the unsaid. Epitomising all of 
Valenzuela’s social, political and literary concerns, Elisa’s intervention in the text is a multi-
pronged attack on entrenched and normalised hegemonic paradigms. To gain a better 
understanding as to the way in which Elisa’s voice opposes and challenges the status quo, I 
break down those prevailing paradigms into three areas (the literary canon, the patriarchal 
order, the social order) and then proceed to examine her response to each of them. Lastly in 
this section, the topic of memoria will be approached as Elisa brings it to the fore in order to 
preserve the past and fashion an alternative future. 
 
 The literary order: Don Segundo Sombra (Güiraldes, 1926) 5.2.1
 
El canon es un producto amasado con selecciones y desprecios, con olvidos y 
memorias (Barcia, 1999, p.37). 
The use of meta-literature within the novel is not unintentional; its motivation could 
be seen as twofold. On the one hand, it confirms Luisa Valenzuela’s situation as a border 
writer, on the other hand, it positions the fictional writer, Elisa, within Argentinean literary 
tradition. 
Emily Hicks argues that a border writer “participates in meta-commentary, addressing 
their parts as narrators” (Hicks, 1991, p. intro xxviii). As she reflects on her own approach to 
the act of writing, Elisa Algañaraz defines it, and having the capacity to do so, is to be her 
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own reader and critic. This situates her in a liminal place and her writing therefore becomes 
what Hicks refers to as a hologram (Hicks, 1991). In addressing her own literature, Algañaraz 
indicates that there is nothing manso within her. Manso, a Spanish term that signifies tamed 
or domesticated is mentioned in the novel with pejorative connotations. Manso also bears a 
literary meaning here; it describes a type of readership aimed at superficial gratification, 
devoid of critical thinking or intellectual effort, complacent, crowd-pleasing literature. It is 
reminiscent of Julio Cortázar’s famous distinction between active and passive readers, 
between a literature that demands active cooperation of the reader and a literature that shapes 
and encourages a passive reading, a complacement and conservative reading of reality. In the 
quote that follows, the female writers are feared to have had to kow-tow to the hegemonic 
regime and to have renounced writing in a mind-awakening, even revolutionary way: “alguna 
puede que haya aceptado las reglas impuestas” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 23). They could have 
immersed themselves in the temas mansos, “porque en lugar de embarcarse en El Mañana 
toda escritora que se precie debe embarcarse en el ayer y escribir novelas románticas” 
(Ibídem, p. 268), they could have written about uncommitted topics such as recipes, magical 
worlds, love stories and historical novels. Here Valenzuela’s critique focuses on the 
romanticised historical novel, which became popular in the nineties despite its dubious 
literary value. Concerning temas mansos (innocuous themes), and the past, the contesting, if 
not subversive, pen is thus diverted into less disruptive matters. However, Elisa does not 
abide by these diversions and faces the consequences, along with her select group. She muses 
on the implications of such absurdities: 
Por lo que sé, el resto del mundo sigue publicando a sus mujeres novelistas, 
un poco más amansadas, quizás, pero las sigue publicando. Qué habría dicho 
por ejemplo Susan Sontag, me pregunto, si aún viviera (Ibídem, p. 23). 
Of course the name of Susan Sontag epitomises the antithesis of the tamed writer; the 
American writer was not only a literary icon, but also, up until her death of cancer in 2004, a 
human rights activist who led several campaigns on behalf of oppressed and imprisoned 
writers. Thus, a writing that can confront and undermine the literary status quo is, in the way 
of Sontag, what Elisa aspires to and prides herself on. Sontag’s model epitomises her way of 
exercising liberty of expression, her mode of speech and her way of contravening imposed 
norms in the literary realm, a place that marginalises and, ultimately, condemns her. The 
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writers of the congress face public repudiation and social rejection for their untamed and 
subversive approach to language (their own mode of subversion): 
 (…) ahora las dieciocho narradoras del encuentro somos anatema, estamos 
apestadas, somos subversivas; eso en cierta medida nos honraría si no 
tuviéramos que sufrir este arresto inimaginable y perverso (Valenzuela, 2010, 
p. 17). 
The regular use of meta-fiction further situates Algañaraz’s literary work first within 
the global and subsequently within the Argentinean literary tradition. At this point, the 
autobiographic or pseudo-autobiographic component becomes important in the novel. The 
fictional writer epitomises Valenzuela’s untamed style and committed writing and appraises 
it against that of Argentinean author Ricardo Güiraldes. Portraying the required compliance 
of the otherwise subversive writer, his work Don Segundo Sombra (1926) is mentioned in El 
Mañana. This canonical text will be briefly considered, as Elisa Algañaraz’s literary position 
is defined against it, as a contrasting place that speaks of non-conformity, hence confirming 
its rebelliousness. The text makes an appearance in the novel as one of the only books left to 
Elisa by her captors when her library is impounded. Purportedly “porque debió parecerles 
inofensivo” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 37), the book is disdained by the writer and later used as a 
hiding place for a network connection gadget, which proves to be useless. In order to better 
comprehend Valenzuela’s opinion of the canon, it will be briefly introduced. 
Pedro Luis Barcia states that the literary cannon debate has been established in 
Argentina’s criticism since Harold Bloom’s controversial text The Western Canon (1994). 
Despite being condemned for its arbitrariness, Bloom’s text is contested by a no less arbitrary 
and reductionist critic, Jorge Luis Borges. Borges was mentioned in Bloom’s book, and 
subsequently Borges himself became a builder of the national canon:  
Como si fuera un perito en el terreno de la imposición canónica, hábilmente se 
sirve de todas las vías que se le ofrecen para concretarla: declaraciones, 
conferencias, cursos, entrevistas, antologías, prólogos, bibliotecas ideales, 
ensayos y artículos, reelaboraciones, etc. (Barcia, 1999, p.38). 
Borges’ celebrated corpus proves his canonising effect, along with his exclusions. 
Thus, when he stands against the canonisation of Martin Fierro (Borges, 1974 vol. IV, p. 
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124), or disparages the gauchoesque literature as the nationalist’s utmost exponent of 
Argentinidad, he does not go unheard. Referring to Don Segundo Sombra, Borges states that 
“abunda en metáforas de un tipo que nada tiene que ver con el habla de la campaña y sí con 
las metáforas de los cenáculos contemporáneos de Montmatre” (Borges, 1974 vol. I, p.270). 
Barcia continues by saying that this institutional control of the way literature must be 
interpreted (Barcia, 1999, p. 35), with its dogmatic nature, results in a “canon objetivo, real e 
indisputable (tres adjetivos que cercenan la libertad, que por otro lado se proclama)” (Ibídem, 
p. 36) 
A la caña, hueca y recta, que en su origen fue el canon, se la ha convertido en 
garrote, y en manos de algunos críticos indígenas, en verdaderas macanas, 
dicho sea con alusión al arma contundente. El vocablo griego que significara 
"regla", "modelo", "ley", "norma" pasó a designar una lista de libros 
representativos y autorizados, reconocidos: los jomologómenoi, 
universalmente aceptados, frente a los discutidos y no autorizados, los 
antilegómenoi. Catálogo de obras, colección de textos, lista de autores 
inspirados, ese uso se desplazó del campo de los estudios bíblicos (canon 
judío, canon cristiano), analógicamente, al campo de los textos seculares. El 
traslado de acepción no fue feliz, porque los ámbitos no son asimilables 
(Barcia, 1999, p.36). 
The Argentinean canon, embodied in Valenzuela’s novel by the iconic work Don 
Segundo Sombra, assumes a symbolic value; it is in order to better portray the way in which 
la escritura mansa is derogated that we attempt to deconstruct it. Written by Güiraldes and 
published in 1926, Don Segundo Sombra is a classic coming-of-age novel or bildungsroman, 
where an underpriveleged orphan becomes a respectable gaucho and, later, a rancher, an 
estanciero. Stylising the portrayal of the Argentinean gaucho, Güiraldes contributes to 
building a positive image that endures in Argentinean tradition. Whilst for Sarmiento the 
figure of the gaucho constituted the barbarian, for Bartolomé Hidalgo he is a war hero, and 
for José Hernández a citizen turned into a criminal, for Güiraldes he is the vindicated original 
archetype, the quintessence of Argentinean identity and a twilight figure at the same time; he 
settles down and becomes an estanciero, a middle-class bourgeoise type, a link between the 
mythical origins of the nation and the modern times of progress and civilisation. Such a 
reinforcement of national identity was sought after in the first decades of the twentieth 
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century as immigration started to be seen as an ethnic pluralist threat to the Hispanic-creole 
elites. The nationalist discourse of Don Segundo Sombra consolidates the epic figure of the 
gaucho, at a time when rural values where threatened by industrialisation, urbanisation and 
vast waves of immigration. 
By the first decade of the twentienth century, it is believed that a 50 per cent of the 
Argentinean population was of immigrant descent. An alarming influx of social diversity and 
concomitant cultural heterogeneity had the nationalist elite unsettled (Nouzeilles et al., 2009). 
It is at that time that a prestigious Argentinean poet, Leopoldo Lugones (1874-1938), 
inaugurated a new national concept: the notion of Argentinidad. Although it should be seen 
as a political manoeuvre, the poet and his followers revived the figure of the persistently 
neglected gaucho. Fuelled by a need to assert a national identity, Lugones canonised the epic 
poem Martin Fierro (1872)
35
, written by the Argentinean writer José Hernández, along with 
the gaucho as a quintessence of ser Argentino. Thus, the construction of a national identity in 
Latin America, states John Beverley, appears as an attempt to homogenise heterogeneities 
according to the national model: 
(…) hegemonic nationalist discourse in twentieth-century Latin America was 
designed generally to suture the gaps and discontinuities within the corpus of 
the so-called national people rather than to allow heterogeneity and 
multiplicity to function as the real grounds and origins of national political 
life. Heterogeneity, in other words, was celebrated to the extent that it did not 
disturb the nation-state’s promotion of normative national identities (as cited 
in Williams, 2002, p. 70)  
Therefore, as an imposed hegemonic identity, la Argentinidad was a political 
necessity, and the gaucho, “the country’s most genuine actor when [Argentina’s] sense of 
nationality was being shaped” (Nouzeilles et al., 2009, p. 212), or “the picturesque product of 
                                                 
35
 José Hernández’s Martín Fierro has prompted many literary debates regarding its genre, ever since its first critical studies 
were published. It has been defined as an epic poem, rhapsody, drama, novel, lyric poem, among others. Miguel de Unamuno 
was the first one to refer to it as containing epic elements; Leopoldo Lugones would later define it as an epic poem in his book 
El payador (1916); Ezequiel Martínez Estrada would argue in his Muerte y transfiguracin del Martin Fierro (1958) that 
Lugones and his followers did nothing but create the myth of the epic around the newly constructed National literature 
(Alazraki, 1974). Jorge Luis Borges, on the other hand, would include into the novel genre “novella de organización instintiva 
o premetitada (…). Dije que una novela. Se me recordará que las epopeyas antiguas reprentan una preforma de la novela. De 
acuerdo, pero asimilar el libro de Hernández a esa categoría primitiva es agotarse inútilmente en un juego de fingir 
coincidencias” (Borges, 1932/1974, p. 197) 
In the present thesis I will regard Martín Fierro as an epic poem. 
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that very conflict between civilization and barbarism” (Ibídem, p. 210) came to the fore. As 
portrayed by Güiraldes, the gaucho does not respond to the notion of gaucho-militar (military 
gaucho) the genre gave it in times of independence or civil war, nor to the later gaucho-mano 
de obra (working force) in Argentina’s countryside; Don Segundo Sombra describes a 
gaucho developed merely as a symbol, as the gaucho of yore that had ceased to exist. It 
belongs to the corpus of the founding texts of the so-called nacionalismo del Centenario, 
when Lugones initiates the rhetoric of Argentinidad (Pastormerlo, 1996), vindicating the 
vanished gaucho, albeit in the utmost uncommitted way using the remnants of his social 
group: 
La reivindicación del gaucho (como “arquetipo”, “esencia”, “idea”, etc.) tiene 
como presupuesto la desaparición del gaucho. El gaucho puede ser 
reivindicado porque las almas son más maleables que los cuerpos, porque los 
discursos sobre el gaucho desaparecido resultan incontrastables y porque la 
exaltación de su figura no implica un compromiso político con ningún grupo 
social (Pastormerlo, 1996, p. 1). 
It is in that malleability where the mansedumbre of the gaucho lies, in its extinction 
and in its decontextualised existence. Don Segundo Sombra is a fictional narrative completely 
unrelated to its own historical framework. Valenzuela’s literature (embodied by Elisa’s in El 
Mañana) would probably be more in line with another well-known gaucho, another canonical 
figure of Argentinean letters, El gaucho Martín Fierro. It is in the homonym poem, written 
by José Hernández in 1872, where, according to Josefina Ludmer, gauchos are depicted as 
“illegals and rebels because a determinate type of politics and law (that of their enemies) has 
transformed them into illegals and rebels” (Ludmer, 2002, p. 192). She goes on to claim that 
La ida (Part one) of Martín Fierro, constitutes an autobiography where the voices of both 
gauchos, Fierro and Cruz, can be heard, both epitomising 
violently antijuridical tales (against the law of levies, which is enforced in the 
countryside; against those without land and not in the city: the law that denies 
equality before the law and also takes labourers away from the land- owners). 
And they are violently antimilitary tales: induction into the army is what 
dispossesses Martín Fierro and turns him into a bad gaucho (Ibídem, p. 192) 
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The rebellious gaucho, untamed, contaminated by his political context is perhaps not 
only a product of its time but also the subaltern, the victim of oppression, made central 
through literature. Hernández’s poem, although consistent with its historical time, is free of 
markers such as dates, geographical locations and names, and therefore focuses not on the 
transient, but on the essential. It is in this way that Martín Fierro is a social denunciation in 
the form of a poem, a tale that goes beyond the struggle between the gaucho and the political 
powers of the time; it is, rather, the struggle between a man and his society (Prieto, 2006, p. 
61). Valenzuela (as well as fictional Elisa) writes along the lines of Hernández, a socially 
aware, politically committed, subversive literature. 
Returning to Don Segundo Sombra, Beatriz Sarlo defines the novel as a rural utopia, a 
novel set in a made-up golden past built in response to the changes taking place in the early 
1900s, a trend towards modernisation that subverts rural culture (B. Sarlo, 1988). The novel 
also lacks references to its immediate context, a context of waves of immigrants and racial 
conflicts. In addition, the romanticised figure of the gaucho as a group, in reality, had almost 
vanished. Thus, according to Noé Jitrik’s approach to the género gauchesco, Güiraldes 
treatment of the gaucho is lacking in authenticity as it neglects to address the immediate 
context of reality without manipulating its representation: 
La representatividad (…) alude a la presencia de lo real inmediato, no 
mediatizado más que por el lenguaje y no por un sistema más o menos hábil; 
las formas de expresión que surgen como condicionadas por relaciones 
ambientales no solo no se quieren omitir sino que se busca asumirlas; en 
virtud de ello, el sentimiento de representatividad implica una expresión no 
deliberada de lo existente, caracterizada teóricamente por un espontaneismo 
que muchos encuentran en o atribuyen a la literatura gauchesca (Jitrik, 1970, 
p. 232). 
Elisa’s obligation towards her socio-political context does not favour the 
mansedumbre of the tamed writer of Don Segundo Sombra, who seems to disregard the 
afflictions of the real gaucho figure: the persecuted, neglected and abused subaltern subject.  
Furthermore, we should note Josefina Ludmer’s analysis of the Literatura gauchesca, 
where she mentions the tribulations that the writer of género gauchesco must go through in 
his quest for genuine representation: “generar subalteridades o subalternidades, hablar por el 
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otro, hablar del otro, hablar el otro: usarle la voz, dársela” (Ludmer, 2007, p. 10). She also 
states that Don Segundo Sombra falls outside the género gauchesco because the subaltern 
voice of the gaucho has been subjected to the voz letrada without resistance, thus abiding by 
the linguistic unification of the State and presenting itself as “un ejemplo perfecto de una 
corrección total sin olvido” (ibídem, p. 238). Therefore, and although broadly considered the 
epitome of Argentinidad, Güiraldes is what Elisa calls, in El Mañana, “un maestro manso”: 
an uncommitted writer, responding to an upsurge of political nationalism, thus satisfying the 
demands of the State and the literary whims of the audience. The quote below illustrates 
Elisa’s standing towards those maestros mansos: 
Ya ni tengo los libros de mis amigos, mi biblioteca ha sido expurgada, sólo 
me quedan los textos señeros de los malditos maestros, los maestros mansos, 
no los maestros malditos que tanto admiro (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 18). 
Due to Elisa’s position as a writer, her questioning of the literary canon and of her 
position within it is a central concern in the novel. Elisa’s transgressions make her articulate 
and proclaim the marginal nature of her writing with pride. As she reflects on her own 
marginality while an outlaw in Villa Indemnización, Elisa declares: 
Orillera. Así se sentía ella en semejante circunstancia, sumida en una 
marginalidad involuntaria tan distinta de aquella que supo aceptar en sus 
tiempos de escritora cuando estaba consciente de que aquella tarea que era 
toda su vida no podía permitirse el dudoso lujo de la centralidad (…). 
Marginales las llamaron alguna vez. Y a mucha honra. Posicionamiento 
voluntario mantenido no sin esfuerzos (Ibídem, p. 234). 
The above quote highlights a central-margin dichotomy that covers not only the social 
configuration of classes but also the literary order in terms of the different approaches to the 
act of writing, the demands of the market and the gender of the writer. In the case of 
Valenzuela (and once again, the autobiographical stance should not be ignored when reading 
Elisa in the novel), a central position is considered suspicious, thus consciously avoided. 
However, a peripheral standpoint allows access to “un punto privilegiado de observación” 
(Ibídem, p. 234). Conversely, the unexpected social marginality to which Elisa has 
succumbed makes her experience one of acute isolation, “(un haber) acaparado toda la orillez 
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posible” (Ibídem, p. 234). In Los deseos oscuros y los otros (cuadernos de Nueva York) 
Valenzuela had already mentioned: 
Qué suerte tienen los escritores machos. No este constante tener que rebelarse, 
que pelear por tener que establecer su posición en el mundo. Ellos parten de 
una situación establecida, de un hecho consumado, y de ahí en más pueden 
ponerse a husmear y a analizar y desbaratar y construir todo lo que quieran 
(Valenzuela, 2002, p. 142). 
Therefore, women writers, as opposed to male writers, struggle to legitimise their 
writing due to a lack of an established position in either the social field or in the literary. 
Moreover, marginalisation of women in the literary field, appears to be shaped by dictatorial 
rhetoric. Branching out from patriarchal discourse, the lenguaje castrense of the Dirty War 
recurs in El Mañana to name the modus operandi of the captors; a discourse that stands in 
clear opposition to the anti-authoritarian writing of Valenzuela. Thus, it is a self-perpetuating 
violence which suffuses society that blurs the supposed universality of literary worth: 
(…) los guardianes del canon masculinista vienen presentados como ‘tropas 
de asalto’ (23) enviados por ‘el régimen’ (35) para hacer ‘desaparecer’ (25) a 
las ‘subversivas’ (26) que disturben el orden del discurso”. Más allá de la 
mera isotopía léxica, el paralelo establecido entre la violencia simbólica -que 
constituye la marginación de las mujeres del campo del saber- y la violencia 
política tiende a repolitizar los criterios de valoración estética supuestamente 
universales (Díaz et al., 2010, p. 356). 
In contrast, the captive writers’ intention of committing to a marginal position rather 
than to biased rules, appears later in the novel, articulated by Ómer as a straightforward “se 
negaron a plegarse a las exigencias del mercado” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 275). Thus somehow 
demeaning their revolutionary spirit as an outdated condition and their transgression as 
uncalled for. 
The following section moves on to describe Elisa’s awareness and critique of the 
prevailing remnants of patriarchal society, in its historical dimension. 
 
 157 
 
  The patriarchal order 5.2.2
There are numerous instances in the narrative where Elisa asserts her feminist 
approach, validating her voice over the male-dominated structures that attempt to undermine 
it. Based on the idea of women’s linguistic emancipation that are thought to be behind the 
arrests, and followed by her role as “terrorista de la palabra” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 357), the 
notion of attaining agency as women capable of breaking through an ingrained patriarchal 
rhetoric, is paramount in the novel. Apart from her subaltern condition as a woman, she must 
enter into a traditionally male-dominated literary arena. Both are established hurdles on the 
road to equity, which Elisa regards as an appropriated space: 
Las mujeres, al menos las escritoras, logramos dejar de ser ese maldito e 
insignificante suplemento, abandonamos el sitio de la no-voz al que se nos 
había relegado, y si ahora estamos pagando las consecuencias, bienvenidas 
(Valenzuela, 2010, p.66). 
Moving away from a static place of oppression, women writers are destined to retain 
their well-earned voice, a voice that does not supplement an existing dominant voice, but, 
rather, establishes a space of its own. Referring to Valenzuela’s narrative, Dina Grijalva 
Monteverde observes that the vast majority of her texts display a feminine narrator who 
might also be the main character, thus they privilege the feminine perspective, “las mujeres 
que viven en estos cuentos y nouvelles ya no son objeto de la narración, son ellas mismas 
enunciadoras de su historia, dueñas de su discurso” (Grijalva Monteverde, 2011, p. 65). 
Debra Castillo, in her book Talking Back: Towards a Latin American Feminist 
Literary Criticism, suggests that women perform feminist literary practice, in the context of 
Latin America, through a vast array of strategies (silence, appropriation, surfacing, and 
marginalisation, amongst others). Women writing, posits Castillo, is “antihegemonic and 
challenges a monumentalizing or totalizing view of literature. It is, therefore, multiple voiced 
and tends to operate within a field of sinuous and shifting positionalities, rather than from a 
single, fixed position” (Castillo, 1992, p. xxii). Thus, in any situation, however transient, 
women appropriate a voice that “resists ‘the voice of the masters’ and challenges readers to 
rethink the category of the woman as discursive subject/object outside the essentialist frame 
into which she has so traditionally been cast” (Castillo, 1992, p. 300). 
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Similarly, and within the novel, the polyphony of voices and the fluctuating narrative 
perspectives are primarily shown in the way in which the main character moves backwards 
and forwards between identities. Her past as a married, rather submissive, woman, embodied 
in Melisa Strani, and her present as an emancipated, transgressive writer-lover-fugitive, as 
Elisa Algañaraz, confront each other. While the latter embodies the revolution, the anti-
hegemonic dissent, the former represents compliance with the prevailing order: 
Melisa en cambio pensaba en la ley. La misma de las normas y las 
imposiciones. La ley divina y la ley humana y el libre albedrío y las órdenes 
superiores y todo lo incuestionable. Como un dogma. Y pensaba también en el 
conocimiento, mandado a hacer para oponerse al dogma y cuestionarlo, el 
conocimiento que estaba totalmente fuera de su alcance porque ella ya no era 
quien pudo o supo o podría haber sido a bordo de El Mañana (Valenzuela, 
2010, p. 292). 
The quote suggests an Orwellian depiction of a system of power, where a normative 
State manipulates and subjugates a society, banning access to knowledge. Elisa’s life has 
been truncated. An imposed return to a past identity signifies a return to the univocal, to the 
hegemony and the deprivation of language and, therefore, the denial of access to knowledge 
and free agency of mind, a space of defencelessness where Melisa appears to be paralysed. 
Again, as stated in Orwell’s 1984, power is enacted in the mind, “in tearing human minds to 
pieces and putting them together again in new shapes” (Orwell, 1977, p. 234). Melisa 
embodies the undoing of Elisa, the tearing of her mind to pieces by a normalised patriarchal 
system. It could be posed that Melisa contains Elisa, as in the name itself, a greater name has 
engulfed the lesser one, the one which has been subdued, only to give it back as a 
regurgitated, trimmed down or even undone version. The previously discussed dystopic 
intention of the novel recurs here in the alienation of Elisa, her transfiguration towards her 
own oppressed old-self. It seems that when in Villa Indemnización, Melisa is made to live in 
denial of the once liberated rebellious writer she had learnt to be: 
En la villa no le ofrecieron lápiz y menos papel, y eso que en el galpón del 
sector norte, casi pegado a las vías del tren, se iban acumulando las enormes 
pilas del material que los cartoneros aportaban a diario. En algún momento la 
recién venida se había ofrecido a colaborar con la selección y empaque, pero 
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el Viejo se opuso terminantemente. A los papeles ni los va a ver de cerca, les 
dijo a los demás, o quizás les prometió a los que desconfiaban de la arrimada. 
Y Melisa percibió el rechazo y entendió que así debía ser, un total divorcio de 
todo lo escrito, para ella, ahora en su nueva personalidad aún desconocida 
(Valenzuela, 2010, p. 233). 
However dramatic the differences that separate Melisa and Elisa appear to be, there is 
still an overlap where they establish a sensory communication. A subconscious voice disrupts 
the outward balance achieved by Elisa/Melisa and her fragmented identity. The voice meets 
fluctuating responses that Melisa tries either to allow it to speak to her or to suppress it. Her 
intention to remain non-confrontational, domestic and silenced is antagonised by a deep wish 
to reconcile her two mutually repelling identities:  
Melisa hace ingentes esfuerzos para borrar la voz y volver a su doméstico 
quehacer y recuperar el espacio en blanco donde no entra sonido alguno, y a la 
vez intenta reconocerla, a esa voz invasora (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 291). 
It is El Viejo de los Siglos who exhorts her to keep her past identity alive. He urges 
Melisa not to allow them to make Elisa Algañaraz disappear, arguing that “Eso fue cosa de 
los años de plomo” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 294) where disappearance was more tangible. 
However, she is reminded to not underestimate them as they have had plenty of practice. In 
providing her reader with allegories to past State terrorism under military rule, Valenzuela 
reflects on memory. The novel suggests that anyone attempting to refute the dogma might, 
and will be, disappeared. Avery Gordon suggests that the act of disappearing goes beyond 
physical disappearance: 
Disappearance is not only about death. Disappearance is a thing in itself, a 
state of being repressed. To counter it and its particular mode of operation 
requires contact with and work on what it is. (...) [D]isappearance is a state-
sponsored procedure for producing ghosts to harrowingly haunt a population 
into submission (Gordon & Radway, 2008, p. 115). 
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Elisa’s past self and circumstances, her disappearance, are all scrutinised by Rivero, 
also known as Viejo de los Siglos, thus blaming kidnapping on the potential menace that 
writers’ attachment to knowledge and reason implies: 
Puede que se las hayan chupado
36
 por miedo, por miedo al poder del 
conocimiento, cualquier conocimiento, total a gente de esa calaña no le 
importan los detalles. Lo importante era que no quedara marcada la diferencia, 
pienso, que no se registrara (…). Si hubo allí algo que ellos no podían 
entender, mejor que nadie lo supiera nunca. Mejor desactivarlo. Si nadie se 
entera, el poder lo siguen teniendo ellos (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 359).  
Elisa is made to renounce the appropriation of a voice, she is prompted to relinquish 
“el conocimiento, mandado a hacer para oponerse al dogma y cuestionarlo” (Ibídem, p. 292). 
It is in disappearing Elisa that new-born Melisa will be subdued by a hegemonic system. The 
effect of memory recoils as the ghosts are confronted. Memory, however, is kept alive by 
writing those same ghosts (años de plomo, the term chupar, so highly connected to the Dirty 
War in reference to the disappearances), in order not only to “repair representational 
mistakes, [but also to] strive to understand the conditions under which a memory was 
produced in the first place, toward a countermemory, for the future” (Gordon & Radway, 
2008, p. 22).  
Furthermore, Melisa revisits and vindicates the more distant past of her alter ego, 
Juana Azurduy, who endured, confronted and questioned women’s role in 19th century 
society. Azurduy, a heroine, fought alongside an army of Indians “porque a pesar de que 
Belgrano la nombró teniente coronel y reconoció su heroísmo, siendo mujer, ¿cómo iban a 
transferir criollos a su mando?” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 107). In dwelling on the recent and 
distant past, Valenzuela reinforces her women characters’ capacity to speak up, to be aware 
and not withdraw when intimidated or oppressed. 
By providing diverse readings to the same reality, Valenzuela builds confrontational 
arguments around injustice, where even characters under oppression retain an awareness of 
inequity. The many voices, the many languages in the novel constitute what Bakhtin calls 
novelistic heteroglossia. He claims that each voice in the novel “is a point of view, a socio-
ideological conceptual system of real social groups and their embodied representatives. (…). 
                                                 
36
 The term chupado has, again, a symbolic power as “chupar” meant, in military slang, to kidnap, to, eventually, make 
disappear. 
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A novel is constructed not on abstract differences in meaning or on merely narrative 
collisions, but on concrete social speech diversity” (Bakhtin, 1981, pp. 411-412). 
One of Valenzuela’s characters, Olga, the doorman’s wife, belongs to one such social 
group. However, her speech appears overshadowed by the patriarchal oppression. She has her 
dissenting thoughts unveiled not through her unheard voice, but through that of the narrator. 
Olga chooses not to articulate her anger and frustration towards her husband and bears his 
demeaning comments in silence (Valenzuela, 2010, p.129). Her voice partakes of the 
heteroglossia of the novel, although it is shown rather than heard. 
In another passage of El Mañana, a conversation between Elisa and Ómer escalates 
into an argument. We see how Elisa’s voice rises when confronted with opinions of which 
she vigorously disapproves, and in the process she becomes assertive and belligerent: 
Cuando usted menos sepa más a salvo estará, me dijo, que fue lo mismo que 
decirme la ignorancia te hace bien o sé bella y callate o alguna monstruosidad 
equivalente (…). Es por tu bien, decímelo a la cara, faltaba más, le ladré yo 
sin poder gritar de verdad por miedo a los vecinos, lo hacés por mi bien, sí, 
convertirme nomás en los tres monos sabios, ya bastante nos dejan sin ver ni 
oír ni hablar en esta loca condena, y tenés que venir vos a darme lecciones 
perimidas, a pretender encasillarme, a hacerte el macho protector (Ibídem, p. 
76).  
Therefore, Algañaraz appears as a denouncer of the instances in which women might 
recognise their subalternity in a male-dominated society and exhorts them to attempt to 
reverse their situation. 
Having discussed Valenzuela’s approach to the patriarchal paradigm, the next section 
will set out the way in which the topic of social class is considered in the novel. 
 
 The social order: 5.2.3
Elisa’s awareness of the social hierarchies grounded in Argentina’s history prompts 
her to confront and challenge them. Acknowledging the neat lines that divide the social 
realm, she allegorises the villa’s boundaries with those lines. She belonged to one side of the 
border in a previous time, sharing a judgemental predisposition with that side of the 
 162 
 
population, reinforced by media discourse (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 375); she now inhabits Villa 
Indemnización, where most of her biased opinions appear to be undermined by conflicting 
facts. However, she is prompted to return to her own side, a changed Elisa, with destabilised 
preconceptions and strengthened revolutionary urge. The contrasting identities, Elisa and 
Melisa, are portrayed and discriminated by changes of clothing. Once again, Elisa appears to 
be contained in Melisa, only a change of clothes sets them apart, yet, they both participate in 
Bakhtin dialogism, they both partake of his heteroglossia, overlapping yet detached from 
each other. In the aftermath of the arrest and while the mystery is being partially disclosed, 
Melisa recovers a bag of her own clothing retained by her captors. When she tries them on, 
she notices that they do not fit anymore, making her feel uncomfortable: 
(…) ya tenía dos de sus camisas y el pantalón del traje achicados a su medida 
actual. Pero no se los puso, los guardó de nuevo en el bolso, bien doblados 
esta vez, y se lavó los pies sucios de barro para calzarse las sandalias. Le 
resultaron incómodas pero era hora de volver a acostumbrarse, aunque estaba 
consciente de que nunca más volvería a acostumbrarse del todo porque ella ya 
no era la misma que cierta vez había vivido −tranquila o no− en un luminoso 
piso 13 con terraza (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 357).  
Allegorizing her own immersion in a forgotten and excluded social stratum, Melisa’s 
pies sucios de barro, might need to secure a safe return to Elisa’s sandalias; “le tocaba a ella 
encontrar otro refugio no librado al azar” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 357), she needs to urgently 
repossess her identity as “terrorista de la palabra” (Ibídem, p. 357). However, her clothes do 
not fit; her centrality within the margins becomes a mirrored version of her past marginality 
within the centre and she needs to find a reformulation of the self. The way in which her 
preconceptions have been challenged and therefore undermined calls for a third, re-invented 
woman, one that will better fit a new social imaginary and within her altered clothing and 
ideas. 
Valenzuela’s very own voice rises as part of the polyphony of other voices belonging 
to a plethora of urban figures. Elisa carries now a broader knowledge of the social order, a 
deeper understanding of the margins and a newly reconfigured centre. However confusing, 
her place in society is presumably still to be found: 
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Ya había llevado al extremo su papel de chivo expiatorio marginado de la 
sociedad de los hombres justos. Había logrado encontrar el sitio exacto del 
margen absoluto, pero aquí también había mujeres y hombres justos, y 
entonces mejor alejarse de este sitio y encaminarse nuevamente al centro, 
aunque el centro sea la fuente de decoloración y de… (Ibídem, p. 357). 
Whether the social or the literary approach is taken, Elisa’s voice echoes that of 
Valenzuela herself. She is a woman writer torn apart by her irrefutable centrality in 
Argentinean letters in conjunction with a marginality, sought after and achieved, due to her 
political engagement and social awareness. She is an upper-middle class, university-educated 
woman who craves to unmask social inequalities and to uncover the hidden past. Her writing 
stands, as aptly defined by Marie-Lise Gazarian Gautier “to break barriers, to discover the 
various layers underneath visible reality, to remove masks, one by one, to come upon one’s 
identity” (Gazarian Gautier, 1986, p. 106), thus Melisa-Elisa’s journey within the social 
realm and its narrated dialogism results in nothing more than a journey of the self.  
Having discussed how the main character and her alternating identities have been 
assembled and the way in which they concurrently enact subalternity and its responses, the 
next section of this chapter addresses a new subaltern subject: Omer the Jew, and explores the 
many marginalities that coexist and interact within him. 
 
 Ómer Katvani. The translator and his translations  5.3
“soy apenas lo que mi país y mi entorno han hecho de mí a pesar de que esto 
contradiga muchas de las cosas en las que creo” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 48) 
Ómer Katvani enters the novel as a redeemer. The Jew-Arab-Iranian translator arrives 
clandestinely at Elisa’s apartment at night through the window, with the task of setting up a 
device that will eventually allow her to re-connect to the internet and, through it, to the world. 
Soy un traductor, un francotirador, un cuentapropista como llaman ustedes. Es 
hora de que sepa, soy una oveja negra, un judío de origen árabe, mi familia es 
iraní, eso le gustaría a usted: somos la contradicción en dos patas (Ibídem, p. 
63) 
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Ómer is certainly a somewhat paradoxical character; he met Elisa at a Literary 
Congress in the past, and has not forgotten her. His previous knowledge of Elisa’s language 
is further enhanced by his having read Argentinean literature: “lo que no había aprendido del 
idioma de los argentinos con el estudio, la lectura devota de Cortázar se lo había brindado de 
taquito” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 27). As a character, an array of marginalities converge in him. 
Born to an Iranian family in Israel, from Arab origins, he changed names from Omar to Ómer 
to gain a sense of belonging by whatever means. Trained in Mossad, Israel’s intelligence 
agency, he was later forbidden to pursue his training and the SIBAT, the special authorisation 
to do so, was withheld. He subsequently became a dissident and developed an urge to write, 
but his writing proved to be incriminatory and led to his imprisonment. He is an expatriate. 
He is also a translator, and thus a borrower of alien languages, “un habitante de una lengua 
resucitada” (Ibídem, p. 221), even a reviver of a dead language (Hebrew) (Ibídem, p. 73). 
Furthermore, he considers himself to be a traitor as “se aferra al espíritu de la letra más que a 
la letra misma” (Ibídem, p. 275), a common concept that was held for years because of the 
Italian adage traduttore traditore. Such treason to language, reflects Ómer, seems to be the 
only possible way to maintain fidelity to literature. Gregory Rabassa
37
, one of the most 
prominent English translators of Latin American literature, a primary channel to the writers 
of the Boom, and who also translated works by Luisa Valenzuela, explains where this treason 
lies. The purported treason appears multifaceted, states Rabassa, as it encompasses, firstly, 
the betrayal of the word and, as a consequence, of language. This betrayal acts in two 
directions, as language is the product of a culture, culture is also the victim of treason. In 
addition, there are personal betrayals, as that suffered by the author in his emotional state at 
the time of writing the original text. Furthermore, continues Rabassa, “as we betray the 
author we are automatically betraying our variegated readership and at the same time we are 
passing on whatever bit of betrayal the author himself may have foisted on them in the 
                                                 
37
 Gregory Rabassa’s most famous translation was Julio Cortazar’s Rayuela (1963), translated as 
Hopscotch, and first published in English in 1966. In addition to Rayuela, other prominent translations are One 
Hundred Years of Solitude, by Nobel Laureate Gabriel García Márquez; Paradiso, by José Lezama Lima; and 
The Posthumous Memoirs of Bras Cubas, by Joachim Maria Machado de Assis. Among Rabassa’s translated 
authors are Mario Vargas Llosa, Demetrio Aguilera-Malta, Miguel Ángel Asturias, Manuel Mujica Láinez, 
Clarice Lispector, Dalton Trevisan, Jorge Amado, José Donoso, Luisa Valenzuela, Luis Rafael Sánchez, and 
Osman Lins. Retrieved on July 29th, 2015, from http://www.wordswithoutborders.org/contributor/gregory-
rabassa 
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original” (Rabassa, 2005, p. 4). Lastly, the translator is the one betrayed. Word over word, 
language over language, culture over culture and the translator rendered invisible or 
unrecognised. Ómer is thus the one whose voice sits astride someone else’s, “con las palabras 
del otro” (Valenzuela, 2010, p.329), “transitando por la senda del otro, a contramano de 
nosotros mismos” (Ibídem, p. 244).  
Aware of the intricacies of translation, Ómer identifies with a quote from Ferdinand 
de Saussure whilst pondering the written word and its interpretation as a labyrinth, and on 
himself as a translator: 
(…) un intérprete, un traductor. Un destructor. ‘Quien pone el pie en el 
terreno de la lengua puede decir que es abandonado por todas las analogías del 
cielo y de la tierra’, así recuerda la frase de Saussure con la cual se identifica 
(Valenzuela, 2010, p. 243). 
In seeking a sense of belonging, Ómer goes even further, he translates his own name: 
“empecé la vida llamándome Omar. Me cambié el nombre para pertenecer (…)” (Valenzuela, 
2010, p. 63). Ómer in the Hebrew world, Omar in the Arabic: a translated name, and a 
translated man. Sharing both Hebrew and Arabic origins, the name Ómer/Omar means 
eloquent, speaker. Thus the word, be that in poetry or in translation, for an imprisoned or for 
a free man, as a borrower of languages or a man of shifting identities, the word, resides in 
Ómer, and within it, its perils. However, translation takes different dimensions when seen 
through the prism of Benjamin. The name of Walter Benjamin is brought into the novel along 
with the notion of ‘germen del lenguaje’ (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 236). In his essay “On 
Language as Such and on the Language of Man”, Benjamin explores the unvoiced signs of 
things, their language, which as a “germ” can only be actualised by naming them. Thus, the 
language of things is incomplete, only fulfilled when named, a translation of the nameless 
into the name: the language of man (Benjamin, W.; M. W. Jennings & M. P. Bullock, 1996, 
p. 70). Therefore, Ómer/ Omar is the name that seeks to fulfil a void: the “speaker” of the 
unsaid, the one that gives a name to the nameless, the translator. 
As has been shown, Valenzuela’s use of meta-literature in El Mañana is well 
established and the use of Benjamin is manyfold. In “The task of the translator”, Benjamin 
writes: “the only reliable translation (…) is done by that translator who can also write poetry, 
who is able to reach beyond the information, to that which appears “unfathomable, the 
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mysterious, the ‘poetic’” (Benjamin, 1992, p. 70). Thus Ómer captures “el espíritu de la 
letra” (Valenzuela, 2010, p.275) and translates it into “la por siempre cambiante palabra” 
(Ibídem, p. 100). 
Ómer, soldier-poet-translator, is the one who resigns from his military duties after his 
friend is killed in action, and who endures his loss “para poder llevar a cabo algo, cualquier 
cosa que al otro lo hubiera colmado de dicha” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 100). It is in the seeking 
of that something that he turns to “el universo de la palabra, la escrita, la traducida, la por 
siempre cambiante palabra que se da y se quita y se ahuyenta o persigue hasta aterrizar por 
siempre en otra parte” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 100). It is not, again, a word-for-word exchange, 
but, rather, a call to the original within, at “that single spot where the echo is able to give, in 
its own language, the reverberation of the work in the alien one” (Benjamin, 2011, p. 77). 
Ómer’s approach to language, even more so in its translation, appears to mean, as it does too 
in Valenzuela’s own writing, an exchange that goes beyond the mimetic reproduction: a 
striving to recover the past and to unmask its meaning. Indeed, according to Elisa, and as 
evoked by Ómer, the written (and the translated) word is forever changing (Valenzuela, 2010, 
p. 100), a process of transformation, of translation between the real and the appearance, the 
hidden and the revealed. 
Ómer’s ideology is a combination of Yeshayahu Leibowitz and Baruch Spinoza. 
Leibowitz, on the one hand, whose philosophy, as stated in the novel, defines the humanist as 
the one who supports pacifism, cosmopolitanism, atheism and anarchy (Ibídem, p. 47).Vis-à-
vis his own approach to Leibowitz’s thought, Ómer claims that, although approving of it, he 
has broken each and every one of its postulates. Similarily, Baruch Spinoza’s determinism is, 
although truly admired, bluntly opposed. For a philosophical theory that states that everything 
that has and will happen is part of a lengthy chain of cause and effect which, on a 
metaphysical plane, humans are incapable of modifying, Ómer contends with change and 
contradiction: 
Él era el cambio aunque su amado Spinoza opinara que todo ser desea 
permanecer en su esencia y no hay cambio y toda esa fanfarria que ya 
sabemos, pero él: camaleón o mejor transformista, o no, sólo un tomate cúbico 
(Ibídem, p. 71). 
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The notion of “tomate cúbico” describes the translator as an outcast, the one that does 
not fit in, the stranger; the one that contravenes a predetermined way of life as “rieles que 
eran los otros y le iban dibujando un camino preciso, del todo ajeno a él” (Ibídem, p. 29). 
Ómer embodies revolution itself, having left a promising future life and a prospective life at 
the kibbutz where one lives “la utopía con todas sus promesas” (Ibídem, p. 2) and abandoning 
what might have been an auspicious career with Mossad; having betrayed and having 
opposed a country and his own deep-seated principles; having deceived the literality of 
translation, Ómer is a marginal with many centres: 
-He aquí la dicotomía del tomate cúbico. Sé muy bien que los tomates deben 
ser esféricos, pero también sé que yo no podría ser uno de esos. Creo que toda 
vida humana es sagrada, y no veo diferencia moral entre matar en la guerra y 
el vil asesinato, y sin embargo he matado a otros seres humanos en guerra y 
quizás lo haga de nuevo (…) creo que patria y estado (…) son vehículos al 
servicio de la humanidad y si esos vehículos son nocivos deben ser cambiados 
o reemplazados, y sin embargo a la larga solo puedo concebirme viviendo en 
Israel, un país donde se violan todos los principios (Ibídem, p. 47). 
Ómer’s conception of the tomate cúbico, his own inadequacy, his self-appointed 
marginality, echoes that of Elisa Algañaraz. Both share a peripheral position not only towards 
the expectations invested in them (unfulfillable ones) but also in the way in which they 
assume their own roles in life.  
This section has given an account of the reasons that make the translator a character 
seeking his own voice across different languages, old and new, in the interstices of language, 
and, above all, in the absence of language. We will now move on to describe Olga, a woman 
whose voice is, however present, still unheard. 
 
 Olga. The woman. The silenced  5.4
In her essay “The aesthetics of silence” Susan Sontag states that one of silence’s many 
uses is “certifying the absence or renunciation of thought. This use of silence is often 
employed as a magical or mimetic procedure in repressive social relationships” (Sontag, 
 168 
 
2002, p. 10)
38
. Doña Olga Rodríguez de Sánchez, an obscure character in El Mañana, is 
portrayed as one who has renounced thought; however, it is suggested that thought exists, but 
it has been subjugated. She does not possess a voice that is owned and responds to the 
configuration of one of the several women depicted in the patriarchal model. Endlessly busy 
with her domestic duties as the wife of Elisa’s doorman, Olga’s silence renders her docile and 
malleable, keeping her at the edge of dominant discourse. Simone de Beauvoir refers to this 
exercise of sublimation as the reintroduced practice of lobotomy: 
The renewed use of lobotomy today is particularly applicable to women: 
Because they do routine things, it is possible to take away their spirit of revolt, 
of debate, of criticism, and still leave them perfectly capable of making stews 
or washing (Jardine & Beauvoir, 1979, p. 229). 
Thus, the spirit of revolt defers to an imposed and normalised silence, and the 
capacity to think is obliterated. This notion is reinforced in the novel. Literary critic George 
Steiner is introduced in El Mañana through his statements on how the importance of women 
throughout civilisation has been documented by historians, however noting that their state of 
oppression preventing them from accessing knowledge has never been mentioned: 
Según los grandes historiadores, la civilización griega no habría existido sin 
las mujeres y los esclavos. Pero, alega Steiner, ninguno de los historiadores 
aclara lo principal: con las mujeres ocupándose de las tareas domésticas y los 
esclavos de los demás trabajos, los hombres tenían tiempo para pensar. Sólo 
los hombres tenían tiempo para pensar (…) (Valenzuela, 2010, p.231). 
 Steiner speaks not only of the confinement of women but also of the subordination to 
which they were subjected, leaving them outside all engagement. The critic also claims that 
such philosophical and rhetorical subordination gave men the free time not only to indulge in 
reflection, an absolute and uncontaminated reflection, but also to conduct intellectual activity 
with total arrogance (Steiner & Condor, 2012). 
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 Retrieved from http://opasquet.fr/dl/papers/Sontag_Aesthetics_of_Silence_2006.pdf  
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Thus, silenced and kept busy, Olga remains unsuspicious of the power of the word of 
others, “nada puede ser menos violento que una mujer que pierde el tiempo con eso de 
escribir” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 129), and of her own: 
 (…) bien podrías salir a conseguirte una portería más grande, con un patio de 
verdad para hacerles un jaulón a tus estúpidos canarios, le pudo haber 
contestado doña Olga a don Gerardo Sánchez su marido el portero, pero ella 
no era de esas que busca roña, como bien aclaró alguna vez (Ibídem, p. 129). 
She is the victim of the epistemic violence that persists in “othering” her (and others) 
as a woman, patronizing her judgment and imposing a ready-made rhetoric of thought on her. 
A condescending te lo digo yo erupts in the voice of don Gerardo, invalidating completely the 
possibility of dissent:  
- Claro, y vos siempre tan despierta, vos. Vaya uno a saber qué escribía, ésa, 
algo habrá hecho para que la persigan así, (…) son todas unas terroristas, mirá 
que las mosquitas muertas son las peores (…) así son las caretas esas que 
espués te van a pegar una puñalada trapera, te lo digo yo (Ibídem, p. 129).  
- Qué te voy a entender. Estás chiflada vos, estás (Ibídem, p. 142).  
Secluded in her domestic domain, Olga sympathises with Elisa, captive on the 
thirteenth floor, “le hacía sentir que entre aquella encerrada en el último piso y ella acá muy 
poco suelta en la planta baja se tendía como un silente hilo de complicidad” (Ibídem, p. 133). 
Enhancing even further her isolation, Olga is exhorted to avoid communicating with anyone 
once Elisa’s escape is discovered. Her husband is blamed for the escape and is consequently 
kidnapped. 
An unavoidable allusion to the ghosts of the Dirty War can be seen in Olga’s 
submission to patriarchy. Coercive silencing, official discourses that spread univocal truths, 
fear-driven compliance, all remind us, once again, of the time of State terrorism. Thus, 
despite a gap of some thirty years separating events, Olga embodies the perils of patriarchy 
and the memory of dictatorship. A collective psychosis that pervaded the public sphere of the 
seventies invades Olga’s private realm in a self-perpetuating discourse of fear. Conversely, 
her husband’s abduction is purely physical. He is taken by unidentified men to an undisclosed 
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destination. The contrast between the physical disappearance and the symbolic one highlights 
the political nature of sexist oppression. There is a nation of women (a collective, political 
body) forced to remain dormant under the bondage of gender domination.  
In the section that follows I will examine Rosalba, a character in frantic search for a 
form of discourse capable of undoing the power of patriarchal indoctrination. 
 Rosalba. Speaking with the body  5.5
Although not a central character, Rosalba represents yet another dystopic return to 
former times of oppression. The expatriate partner of an Argentinean computer hacker, 
Esteban, this woman suffers from a disease that is gradually leaving her blind. However, her 
blindness prompts her to seek alternative ways to relate to the world around her. Aware of the 
abduction of the eighteen writers, a highly motivated and determined Rosalba resolves to 
return to her country with the sole intention of doing everything in her power to aid these 
women. In her Argentinean home “un calor de hogar frígido y desesperado” (Valenzuela, 
2010, p. 271) awaits her, a bleak place to return to, yet better than none: “la peor de las 
fuentes pero fuente al fin” (Ibídem, p. 272). Her return draws a parallel with the blindfolded 
women (las tabicadas
39
, in military jargon) of the Dirty War, blindfolded to better subjugate 
them  
(…) pocos años atrás había volado en sentido opuesto con todo el brillo de sus 
ojos ávidos por ver nuevos mundos –y los había visto, oh sí, los había visto– y 
ahora regresaba como una más de aquellas de tiempos idos, las supliciadas, 
tabicadas mujeres a quienes la dictadura había vendado los ojos para 
someterlas mejor. De a ratos durante el vuelo llego a sentirse como aquellas: 
tabicadas por propia dolencia hereditaria (Ibídem, p. 272). 
However, Rosalba claims that if the tortured women victimised by the state were able 
to survive, then so would she, herself symbolically victimised by the evils of patriarchy 
within her own household. Seeking to unfetter herself from the oppression of the family, she 
had previously left Argentina on a journey of exploration to foreign countries and foreign 
languages. Hoping to be set free from her congenital disease, she dances “Baila muda, 
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 According to the 1997 CONADEP report (CONADEP, 1986) of the National Commission on the 
Disappearance of Persons, a 1983 organization chartered to investigate human right violation performed during 
the Dirty War, CONADEP (1997): Nunca Más. Informe de la Comisión Nacional sobre la Desaparición de 
Personas, Buenos Aires: EUDEBA. 
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ensimismada. ¿Qué se dice cuando se dice otra cosa, cuando no se dice?” (Ibídem, p. 287). 
Thus it is through dancing that her supressed inner voice emerges. The doors of the prison 
that life has imposed on her are flung open; she experiences a release from the gradual 
incarceration that fear and guilt instilled by a patriarchal education has fostered: “alguna que 
otra vez la fascinación del miedo ganaba la partida y ella se dejaba penetrar y mecer por el 
monstruo todo hecho de sus culpas” (Ibídem, p. 287). However, Rosalba overcomes her 
limitations. She states: “ceguera no es cárcel, es una forma de ver con los demás sentidos, es 
un acceso al conocimiento que pocos alcanzan y ella sí, aunque sea a pesar suyo” (Ibídem, p. 
287). 
Moving from belly dancing in Egypt to tango in Stockholm, she reinvents herself, 
entering a whole new world of communication that is as physical and sensorial as her 
partner’s is soulless and frigid. Thus it is the tango that brings her back to her homeland, but 
also to the core of her past. Her subjugated persona is being re-called in the dance floor, the 
voice of her own heritage, of childhood and of the patriarchy. That is Rosalba’s dystopia, the 
traversing of geographies and languages, the overcoming of her own boundaries, only to be 
drawn back through her newly found form of liberty to her haunting ghosts. It could be 
suggested that Rosalba embodies her own country, sunk in the miseries of her own past, a 
past which time (and distance) has not redeemed.  
In the section that follows, a seemingly patriarchal figure, embodied in El Viejo de los 
Siglos, will be examined.  
 
 El Viejo de los Siglos. Villero and mentor 5.6
The so-called Viejo de los Siglos, also known as Augusto Rivero, is one of the novel’s 
most disconcerting characters. Rivero is revealed as the founding father of Villa 
Indemnización. He is a former textile worker who has taken a group of ex-workers under his 
care, a man who is reminiscent of the iconic Don Segundo Sombra, in Güiraldes’ novel, not 
only in his physical appearance but also in his character as a mentoring figure: 
(…) una roca inmutable, (…) un hombre con poncho sentado en una sillita 
baja tomando mate. Eso la tranquilizó porque le pareció reconocer en él una 
estampa de tiempos idos o de alguna novela o algo como entrevisto en sueños 
(…). [S]e sorprendió de encontrar alguien así en un lugar como éste, tan 
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degradadamente urbano. Este hombre pertenece a la montaña, al campo, al 
mar, a algún rincón incontaminado (Valenzuela, 2010, p.192). 
As the narrator in El Mañana points out, Rivero could be thought of as a paternal 
figure, as a trustworthy sort with well deserved authority “porque ese hombre ahí sentado con 
su poncho y su mate, figura emblemática si las hay, de alguna manera le inspiraba confianza” 
(Ibídem, p. 194). It could also be claimed that he is a self-appointed patriarchal figure. By 
taking all the redundant employees of the textile factory under his wing, El Viejo de los 
Siglos could be seen as acting in a patronising way, because of the way in which he refers to 
his protégées, as mis despojaditos (poor little deprived things). 
Reconocer el olor a miedo puede ser vital en esta vida, detectar el miedo en el 
otro nos salva de muchas situaciones y puede dar sus buenas ganancias, 
siempre y cuando respetemos los códigos de prudencia y dignidad, eso que 
pretendo inculcarles a ustedes mis muy despojaditos. (Ibídem, p. 192) 
When she arrives at the villa, Elisa is introduced to Rivero, who appears to have 
overwhelming supremacy as the official decision-maker of the villa. His wisdom is gradually 
disclosed in the novel, as well as his ability to transform a potentially violent shanty town 
into a villa modelo. A circular journey can be traced linking Don Segundo Sombra and 
Rivero, while the first literally provides Elisa with a passport to freedom (the fake version of 
the book Don Segundo Sombra that contains a set of master keys hidden by Ómer), the latter 
serves as a refuge, a mentoring figure willing to shelter Elisa. Seemingly patronising at first, 
El Viejo de los Siglos turns out to be a wise, reflective man, thanks to his rich experience of 
life.  
It is due to his discernment and introspection that he is able to trace a parallel between 
writer and cartonero,
40
 claiming they both belong to the same line of work, as the latter 
recycles the leftovers (paper) of what the former produces (books): 
                                                 
40
 A very current portrayal of such a link between the writer and the cartonero is given by “Eloísa 
Cartonera”, a socially committed publishing house. In an article appearing in the national newspaper La Nación 
on the 28
th
 of February, 2009, Tomas Eloy Martinez stated that Eloisa had done much more for those 
marginalised from the system than council and national policies had ever done. 
Eloísa Cartonera es una comunidad artística y social que ha hecho por las personas 
marginadas de la sociedad de consumo mucho más que las políticas municipales y nacionales 
que se sucedieron desde el cataclismo económico de 2001 (Eloy Martínez, 2009) 
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Si no hubiera escritores no habría libros, revistas, periódicos y todo eso que 
van acumulando en el galpón del fondo para hacerse unos mangos. No me 
digan que no. Es casi una colega, una pieza más de la línea de montaje a la 
que pertenecemos (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 213) 
A second analogy could be drawn from El Viejo de los Siglos’s reflections on his 
group being the keepers of some sort of secret. While Elisa/Melisa listens to him talk, she 
wonders about what could have made her relinquish “la rebelión tan acorde con su antiguo 
espíritu combativo y ni se cuestione su aquiescencia” (Ibídem, p. 226). El Viejo de los Siglos 
admonishes her to abide by their rules, because “hay secretos hechos sólo para ser 
respetados” (Ibídem, p. 227) adducing that “en esa zona lateral del mundo nadie se plantea 
interrogantes inconducentes” (Ibídem, p. 227). Additionally, he asserts that they have become 
a filter and the keepers of a secret that dwells at the very centre of moral injustice. It is in that 
awareness of a secret “que no se reconoce a simple vista (…), que late allí donde la 
promiscuidad y el terror y el abandono se suman a las ganas de vivir” (227), a nameless 
secret to be kept free from profanation, where El Viejo and his cartoneros, along with 
Elisa/Melisa and the writers of the PECONA, share a common ground.  
It is my contention that the cartoneros represent a link between the past and the 
present, between the past positive prospects and the dispossession of their present. As El 
Viejo de los Siglos states: “somos la interfase entre la ciudad de arriba y la de abajo, sin que 
eso signifique un orden geográfico sino moral. Custodiamos la ciudad de quienes se han 
hundido y le amparamos el secreto” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 227). The upper city dwellers of 
the past who are now descending to a present of poverty, the in-betweeners, the buffer, are 
the cartoneros, keepers of a secret that could be both shame and courage; shame to be so 
brutally exposed but yet possessing a courage that triggers a whole new creative approach to 
struggle. 
                                                                                                                                                        
The publishing house was initiated by artists, writers and editors. The initiative, born after the 2001 economic 
debacle, attempted to tackle several challenges: the increasingly high cost of paper, the local elite-driven 
publishing industry and the socioeconomic crisis in desperate need of palliatives, if not radical, solutions. 
Therefore, and because there was a niche in avant garde literature in the making, the conception of this 
revolutionary publishing house was well received. In order to craft their books, Eloísa Cartonera buys cardboard 
from cartoneros. It pays them at a rate 5 times higher than the market price and gives them income stability. The 
book covers are hand painted by children that used to do the night shifts cardboard picking with their cartonero 
parents. Each book is an original piece completely manufactured in-house. Eloísa Cartonera and other similarly 
inspired publishing houses that followed, have published well-known Latin American authors like Luisa 
Valenzuela, Ricardo Piglia and Washington Cucurto.  
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Furthermore, the cartonero is also a figure that articulates the writer’s plight, a 
character that embodies an authorial figure. Following Lévi-Strauss, the cartonero – like the 
writer – is a bricoleur, an example of adaptative intelligence. The term bricoleur was used by 
Lévi-Strauss in his book The Savage Mind, and it defines the human activity that has to make 
do with whatever they have at their disposal, and is not subject to the availability of raw 
materials. Therefore, the bricoleur brings together and assembles seemingly unrelated found 
objects and resources: 
that is to say with a set of tools and materials which is always finite and is also 
heterogeneous because what it contains bears no relation to the current 
project, or indeed to any particular project, but is the contingent result of all 
the occasions there have been to renew or enrich the stock or to maintain it 
with the remains of previous constructions or destructions (Lévi-Strauss, 
Weightman, & Weightman, 1968, p. 17). 
Valenzuela’s narrative work is one that collects the flotsam and jetsam of humanity; it 
gathers and categorises the city’s human refuse, the pariahs, the outcasts, the discarded, the 
voiceless and the forgotten. With them she builds the dialogic heteroglossia of her novel, it 
enters the recycling cycle and returns recast. According to the El Viejo de los Siglos, the 
cartoneros reconcile the destroyed book with the assembled one. By the same token, the 
writer possesses their own collection of remains that are cunningly transformed into a literary 
piece. Palimpsest, intertextuality, paratextuality, pastiche and parody all seem to have some 
bearing on the practice of imitation; they are all created from “remains of previous 
constructions or destructions”, and the text is an articulated and interwoven narrative of past 
texts where times are re-assembled, and past and present social actors are re-printed on the 
page and given a new social function.  
After having discussed the central conceptual issues relating to Rivero, a marginalised 
figure turned mentor, this section now moves on to consider the social group that he 
embraces and leads against social oblivion, the cartoneros. 
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 Cartoneros and cirujas: stigma and exclusion contested 5.7
During the 2001/2002 Argentinean economic crisis, and mainly due to the rising 
levels of unemployment, a new social figure came to the fore: the cartonero, a Spanish word 
for cardboard (cartón) collectors. They portray the aftermath of neoliberal practices applied 
in Argentina during the 1989-1999 decade by former president Carlos Saúl Menem (see 
Chapter 5: 5.4.2). Cartoneros begin to emerge during the mid-1990s when the middle-classes 
lost their jobs and, left with no other option than to migrate to the marginal areas (villas), they 
learnt it was possible to earn a meagre income through the sale of recycled materials obtained 
by scavenging. However, it was after December 2001, under President Fernando de la Rúa, 
with fifty per cent of the population under the poverty line, that the cartoneros significantly 
proliferated. As is the case of ex-textile factory workers in El Mañana, the upshot of the crisis 
saw a downtrodden working class frantically seeking an alternative means of subsistence. 
The devaluated peso had the unexpected effect of pushing up the price of paper, with the 
result being that their activity became a more profitable one (Schamber, 2008).  
Well over a decade after the devastating crisis, the presence of the Cartoneros has 
become so common as to be a barometer of urban poverty. Their appearance in urban spaces 
constitutes a social phenomenon. Their visibility in the public space is so overwhelming that 
they have triggered feelings of solidarity and rejection in equal measure. Their marginality 
calls for a reformulation, as they do not constitute a case of hypothetical poverty in the 
peripheral city but a hyper-visible one, undeniable and undisguisable, parading their misery 
and their shame in the face of an often unsympathetic society. Thus the margin of the 
cartonero has shifted towards centrality, a centrality that owes more to their visibility than to 
their recognition. It could be said that there are two sides to the cartonero’s visibility: a 
political side, with the potential for social inclusion, and a social side, with the inevitable risk 
of discrimination. César Aira comments upon their social invisibility in his novel La Villa 
(2011): 
La profesión de cartonero o ciruja se había venido instalando en la sociedad 
durante los últimos diez o quince años. A estas alturas, ya no llamaba la 
atención. Se habían hecho invisibles, porque se movían con discreción, casi 
furtivos, de noche (y sólo durante un rato), y sobre todo porque se abrigaban 
en un pliegue de la vida que en general la gente prefiere no ver (Aira, 2011, p. 
12).  
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It is in this pliegue de la vida referred to by Aira where Rodlfo Kusch’s hedor 
(stench) dwells. As previously mentioned (see Chapter 1, pp. 30-32; Chapter 2, pp. 70-74), 
the Argentinean philosopher elaborates on the notion of hedor in his ground-breaking book 
America Profunda (1962), defining it as “todo aquello que se da más allá de nuestra populosa 
y cómoda ciudad natal” (R. Kusch, 2000, p. 25), claming that is also “la segunda clase de 
algún tren y las villas miserias” (Ibídem, p. 25). That hedor is exteriority. It is an 
uncomfortable form of persistant agony. Kush goes further, stating that the hedor urges “un 
estado emocional de aversión irremediable que en vano tratamos de disimular” (Ibídem, p. 
25). However, concludes Kusch, “le encontramos el remedio (…) que se concreta en el fácil 
mito de la pulcritud" (Ibídem, p. 24). In dialectical opposition to hedor, the term pulcritud 
(cleanliness) completes Kusch’s dichotomy, a dichotomy that inverts, re-formulates and 
problematises that which Sarmiento categorised in post-independence Argentina as 
civilisation and barbarism. The notion of hedor is also useful in this case because it proves 
how Valenzuela’s work renders the cartonero as the bearer of a residual entrenched historical 
discrimination, which has a long history in Argentinian literary tradition. Taking a more 
liberal and positivistic stand, based on a different theoretical body, we could argue that the 
cartonero faces yet another hurdle: the ingrained rhetoric of a traditional Argentinean 
national dichotomy that alienates him; he feels scrutinised by an opposing force that 
nourishes a whole national imaginary. As discussed in Chapter 1, in his seminal work, 
Facundo (1845), Argentinean statesman and writer Sarmiento describes Argentina as the 
antinomy between civilisation and barbarism. Much like other intellectuals of the time, 
Sarmiento states that the urban myth, the liberal project, the commitment with progress 
opposes the Other, considered to be of a barbaric nature (indigenous, gauchos, the black, 
women). When the territories of both civilisation and barbarism overlap, a historical rejection 
towards that Other arises. Traditional Buenos Aires, its European aesthetics and its urban 
elites reject the hyper visibility of an invading alien figure occupying a space to which it does 
not belong, and that alien figure is clearly aware of it. Buenos Aires of the 21st century is a 
city of contrasts. It finds all its imaginary lines traversed, all its clearly defined spaces taken 
over by chaos. The image of these new invaders could easily be applied, retrospectively, to 
the populacho, the mob, the Peronista masses that poured into the streets in support of their 
beloved leader. In the words of Martínez Estrada: 
(…) habíamos hablado mucho de nuestro pueblo. Ya en el Himno se lo 
menciona, pero no lo conocíamos. Perón nos reveló no al pueblo sino a una 
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zona del pueblo que efectivamente nos parecía extraña y extranjera. El 17 de 
octubre volcó en las calles céntricas de Buenos Aires un sedimento social que 
nadie habría reconocido (Martínez Estrada, 2005, p. 55). 
Thus Argentina is once again a country cast under the shadow of a new iteration of its 
founding dichotomy, entrenched throughout the socio-political history of the country; 
civilisation and barbarism informs Argentinean identity and traverses its discourse. It is due 
to liberal, positivist and neoliberal ideologies that, unsurprisingly, civilisation (cleanliness) 
and barbarism (stench) still prevail on the streets, in its cafés and in the way middle-class 
Argentineans address themselves as opposed to an uncomfortable Other: 
La categoría básica de nuestros buenos ciudadanos consiste en pensar que lo 
que no es ciudad, ni prócer, ni pulcritud, no es más que un simple hedor 
susceptible de ser eliminado” (R. Kusch, 2012, pp. 12-13).  
In post-Menem Argentina, the emergence of an urban bourgeoisie (the so-called 
Menem’s New Rich) living in ‘gated communities’ coexist with the overexposed phenomena 
of the cartoneros; the ciudad del prócer y la pulcritud has been taken, so the pulcro has to 
withdraw and lock himself in a removed, unpolluted space.  
La única consistencia que el pulcro cree ver en el hedor es el afán que siente 
en rechazarlo. De ahí su extrema pulcritud y de ahí la carga de sentido del 
hedor. Pero el hedor es ante todo inalienable porque responde a una realidad, a 
un tipo humano, a una economía y a una cultura (Tasat & Pérez 2013, p. 35). 
Thus contaminating the urban landscape, the cartonero’s inescapable visibility, along 
with their broadly wished-for invisibility is explored in El Mañana in conjuction with the 
cartonero’s awareness of it. This awareness provokes their animosity. The following quote 
exposes the reason why they react and respond so bitterly; they have been mercilessly cast 
out: “(…) ellos son hombres y mujeres y hasta chicos hechos a la dureza y se han vuelto 
despiadados porque la piedad no les sirve en absoluto, la tienen olvidada, nadie la ejerció en 
su beneficio” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 207).  
It is through her writing, and as a witness placed on a borderline, that Valenzuela 
undermines social distinctions, breaks down established and naturalised barriers and provides 
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a space for the excluded to exercise their agency. Taking into account that the cartoneros’ 
place in society is as undefined as their place in the public realm, where they appear as 
disenfranchised and non-belonging, it is only to be expected that their social body endures an 
array of gazes, perceptions, stereotypes, pre- and misconceptions. Therefore, while focusing 
on cartoneros, all their threats are identified, questioned, depicted and contested in 
Valenzuela’s novel.  
Delving into the social space they occupy, a liminal place between exclusion and 
inclusion, estrangement and participation, complicity and denunciation, a clear contrast arises 
in the “contact zone” they cohabit with the rest of society. This contact zone, defined by 
Mary Louise Pratt as a “social space where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, 
often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power” (Pratt, 1991, p. 34) fosters 
confrontations in the collective space due to inter-class stereotypes. A contact zone, in Gloria 
Anzaldúa’s words, una herida abierta with its two worlds grating against each other 
(Anzaldúa, 2012, p. 3). It is an issue that does not pass inadvertently in the novel. In El 
Mañana the group is rendered invisible in the face of a prejudiced and condemnatory sector 
of society: 
Además están los otros, los habitantes de la ciudad de cemento y ladrillo y 
vidrio, de sólidas paredes, donde se refugian quienes desprecian a quienes 
andan cirujeando por esas calles de Dios que son más bien del demonio (…) 
los que sentados a las terrazas de los cafés ni miran a los cartoneros, los 
insultan con solo no mirarlos, como si no existieran, como si no fueran 
humanos (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 207). 
The novel mimics the complex coexistence of the cartoneros and the city dwellers, as 
their trajectories are intertwined in a dysfunctional relationship. Institutional exclusion, police 
oppression, violence, deterioration, deprivation and weariness emerge, resulting in a visible 
population made invisible. Despite public exposure, or perhaps because of it, the cartonero, 
is ultimately objectified.  
Providing a reversal from sublimation to validation, Valenzuela explores the 
underworld of the cartoneros, questioning their invisibility, a contradictory situation for the 
cartoneros, as they underpin an over-exposed activity. The cartoneros bear that attributed 
invisibility, the non-recognition, while parading their precariousness in the face of everyone. 
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Al fin y al cabo nadie sospecha de los cartoneros. Pueden meterse por todos 
los rincones sin ser vistos, como si no existieran; aprovechemos eso que nos 
hace sufrir tanto. Si nadie nos mira, pasémosles delante de sus narices y 
desentrañemos sus secretos (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 213) 
 
Beatriz Sarlo further develops the notion of visibility; however, her approach defines 
a social desire to eradicate them, as if they were a cancerous limb. Sarlo claims that society 
requires them to be invisible by any means: 
“habitantes de la calle, que viven debajo de cartones, entre los montones de 
basura, producto de su trabajo cotidiano. Son lo imprevisto y lo no deseado de 
la ciudad, lo que se quiere borrar, alejar, desalojar, transferir, transportar, 
volver invisible (B. Sarlo, 2009, p. 66). 
The novel shows how their traumatised condition, their otherness, is exhibited as a 
mute image of extreme exclusion. To the locals they constitute a social phenomenon that 
engenders many different approaches – repudiation, solidarity, media interest, academic 
interest, literary interest, political upheavals and debate. On the other hand, for the 
international tourist, they are a mere representation, a mix of exoticism and third-world 
values. Thus, however much their presence in the urban landscape appears to be neglected, 
there is an emergent interest in their way of living, the villa miseria (shanty town) they 
inhabit, and an interest that promotes the very lucrative industry of poorism. 
As a term, poorism came to be in the year 2000 in order to designate a form of 
tourism in the most economically deprived areas. It has been the subject of much controversy, 
as critics use poorism with derogatory connotations. The Argentinean travel agency Tour 
Experience, led by Martín Roisi, specialises in poorism. Roisi claims that the intention of the 
villa tour is not to exhibit poverty, but to reveal the cultural value that lies behind it. It is 
about a motivated search for alternatives, with an enriched spirit and a deep sense of 
solidarity (Cejas & De Mexico, 2006). Known also as sociological tourism or reality tours, 
the sightseeing of this face of Buenos Aires is a Third World business fed by First World 
Euros and American dollars. Providing a site for ethnographers’ field studies, a tourist 
attraction or a contrasting third world reductionism, this recent industry is a highly developed 
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one. Brazil initiated it, India and South Africa followed, and it is currently on the rise. A 
controversial issue, slum tourism could be seen as a way of exoticising urban poverty to the 
eyes of First World sightseers. It is a voyeuristic and exploitative expedition to see starving 
children or unimaginably poor living conditions, but also, as those directly involved in the 
industry itself claim, it is a form of uncovering a city’s disturbing underbelly. By so doing, 
the industry claims to raise awareness of the extreme conditions people live in, and injects 
much needed funds into their various projects (the tourist companies donate a percentage of 
their profits to charities directly linked with the slum toured). Unquestionably, argue its 
supporters, this form of travel awakens the mind, thus serving an altruistic purpose. 
El Mañana describes poorism with sarcasm, confronting the contrasting readings of it: 
that of the tourist, that of the cartoneros’ judgemental views on the tourist’s approach and, 
finally, that of the novel’s readership. The first three quotes cited below refer to the 
cartoneros’ own understanding of the so-called turismo sociológico, a mix of derogatory self-
perception and proud achievements. The last quote brings in the discrimination entrenched in 
select spheres of society, as critically perceived by Ómer: 
(…) tanto turista que viene desde el confín del mundo a verlos como en 
zoológico.  
-Turismo sociológico que le dicen. Vienen hasta del extranjero, no crea usté, a 
conocer una villa de emergencia. Pagan bien por el tour. Y acá en Villa 
Indemnización los respetamos y estamos organizados para recibirlos y 
contarles cosas, pero claro, en día de visita. Todos los jueves salvo feriados, a 
las seis de la tarde, antes de que los que tienen la fortuna de hacer algunas 
changas o los que fueron al piquete regresen a casa (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 
193). 
(…) ellos también en la villa hacen su agosto con los turistas que vienen a 
mirarlos como animales en zoo y se extasían ante el ingenio que ni es ingenio 
sólo pura necesidad que los hace inventar nuevas técnicas, boludez y media 
que dejan a los turistas con la boca abierta y es para eso que pagan, para hacer 
lo que alguien llamo con bastante acierto turismo zoociológico (Ibídem, p. 
313). 
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¡Una visita a una villa miseria, imagínate!, le había protestado ella en algún 
momento, como si eso a él lo arredrara. Turismo zoociológico lo llamamos 
algunos por acá, le contó Alina creyéndose muy graciosa. Fue una de sus 
frases más desafortunadas (…) (Ibídem, p. 367). 
Having discussed the cartonero as the epitome of Argentinean subalternity in its 
historical context and the ways they make themselves visible, the next section of this study 
addresses a historical Argentinean heroine and her own pioneering plight against exclusion, 
gender discrimination, patriarchy and subalternation. 
 
 Juana Azurduy. The woman. The revolutionary.  5.8
Tierra en armas que se hace mujer  
Amazona de la libertad 
Quiero formar en tu escuadrón 
Y al clarín de tu voz atacar 
“Juana Azurduy” song lyrics by Mercedes Sosa 
 
Juana estaba dispuesta a pagar cualquier precio con tal de eludir el papel que 
la retrógrada sociedad alto peruana reservaba a las mujeres.  
(O'Donnell, 1994, p. 20) 
Born in Chuquisaca, a key town belonging to the viceroyalty of Rio de la Plata, Juana 
de Azurduy Padilla was a mixed race woman, bringing together the ancestral wisdom of the 
Incas and the outward passion of the Spanish. In addition to her ancestry, an upbringing of 
suffering and loss endured by the young Juana would later develop into a strong desire for 
revenge against the despotic arbitrariness of those who held power. As stated in Pacho 
O’Donnell Juana Azurduy: la Teniente Coronela (1994): 
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(…) va consolidándose en su interior lo que sería su compromiso en la lucha 
contra la pobreza y la arbitrariedad ejercida en quienes más sufren la 
dominación extranjera: criollos, cholos e indios. También la mujer, marginada 
por una sociedad pacata que calca con excesos los remilgos de la ibérica 
(O'Donnell, 1994, p. 22)  
The name Juana de Azurduy, a paradigm of courage, is introduced into the novel by 
the Jewish translator, Ómer. He reminds Elisa of the historical novel on this heroine, which 
she had started writing and which she had mentioned to him at the Israeli conference they had 
both attended years before. When he asks her to resume the ongoing project, she refuses 
alleging that history has been romanticised for long enough, and also asserting that women 
might as well write about things other than “resucitar heroínas, o peor aún, olvidadas amantes 
de los próceres” (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 81). This is a clear reference to the literary trend, at the 
turn of the millennium, of writing such stories, which Elisa professes to reject: 
(…) como si no tuviéramos nada mejor para escribir que andar romantizando 
la historia patria, andarla pintando de bellos colores, qué cuernos, todo para 
tranquilizar conciencias, ¿no te parece? Para sentir que pasado y presente son 
explicables y hasta razonables (…). Ahora la historia patria está toda 
manoseada (Ibídem, p. 81) 
Elisa’s statement is supported by Noé Jitrik in Historia e imaginación literaria: Las 
posibilidades de un género, where he states that the historical novel is not a passive reading 
of history; quite the opposite, it has a purpose and attempts to direct its representation, “es 
teleológica y sus finalidades son de diverso orden” (Jitrik, 1995, p. 60) (Biasetti, 2009, p. 31). 
In addition, such representation is mediated by the writer’s imagination. It is also 
metaphorical (Ibídem, p. 65). The metaphor might contribute to what Elisa calls ‘colouring in 
the official history’, a kind of intervention that is not innocent, serves a particular audience 
and is to the detriment of the legitimate representation of reality. 
Far from romanticising history or even justifying its evils, Valenzuela, as the author 
beyond the characters, clearly subverts the ingrained official rhetoric and indoctrinated 
discourses in which history is articulated. According to Marta Cavallín Calanche, and taking 
a Benjaminian approach, Valenzuela reads history against the grain; that is, with the capacity 
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to revert and reinterpret the linearity of time and events. That critical reading of past and 
present, while unveiling the decline of social mores, enables her to predict the unpredictable: 
Si no como profecía, al menos como alerta, está claro que el discurso de Luisa 
Valenzuela es incendiario y denuncia aspectos que develan, directamente, la 
degeneración de los valores de la sociedad y el maltrato a las minorías lejanas 
al poder (Cavallin Calanche, 2008, p. 113).  
Not unlike the unfinished novel on Azurduy, several historical novels were written 
about, and by, women during the 90s and into the twenty-first century. If we take Gayatry 
Spivak’s principles, Biasetti claims that in historical novels, and more so in those set during 
Independence times, a well-established hierarchical structure marginalises women. 
Characterised by what is known as a double colonisation, the oppression of women was 
twofold, firstly, in the domestic sphere (patriarchal system) and secondly in the public realm 
(colonial power). Thus the advent of the novela histórica centralises those margins (Biasetti, 
2009).  
(…) la nueva novela histórica tiene como objetivo actuar como un discurso 
ajeno y alternativo a la historia oficial, como una manera de dar voz y poder a 
los sectores silenciados y marginados y como un intento de recuperar la 
historia por medio del discurso ficcional. (…) En el caso de la representación 
de la mujer en este tipo de novela, lo femenino no se presenta simplemente 
como condición de mujer sino como lo que Jean Franco llama “cultura de la 
resistencia” y lo que Nelly Richard llama una alteridad perturbadora de 
sistemas (Biasetti, 2009, p. 28). 
The present study has been designed to assess the many ways in which Valenzuela’s 
narrative project, particularly in El Mañana, appears to be pursuing subalternity, not only in 
current times, but, as noticed in the introduction of a nineteenth century heroine in the novel, 
also in history. Interestingly enough, Elisa’s discarded project – writing a novel based on the 
life of Juana Azurduy – goes beyond the fictional character and to Valenzuela herself. It is 
known that Valenzuela travelled to Sucre, Bolivia, to do research in the archives at the Casa 
de Libertad at the time of the heroine’s anniversary. However, the former Argentine 
ambassador to Bolivia, Mario “Pacho” O’Donnell, wrote and published Juana Azurduy. La 
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Teniente Coronela (1994) before Valenzuela was able to complete her own book: “I had been 
speaking too much and not doing it. You have to do things!" (Valenzuela, cited in Bach, 
1995, p. 27). Thus, when the trend for writing historical novels gained momentum, 
Valenzuela distanced herself from the project. However, she still seems to be paying tribute 
to the figure of Azurduy by writing a short story “Tres aproximaciones de Juana Azurduy” 
(2002), an article “Generala Azurduy” (2009)41 and by centralising her marginality, and 
stressing her achievements, which play an important part in El Mañana.  
Moreover, Jitrik mentions the significance of contextualisation as it directly affects 
literary practice. He establishes that context (contexto in Spanish) appears as a notion with 
two possible meanings: firstly, contexto refers to the immediate reality and a certain use or 
orientation that the analyst decides to give to it; that is to say, the ways in which reality 
informs the text. Secondly, the context, referred as cotexto in Spanish, denotes the state the 
writer finds himself in whilst in the act of writing (Jitrik, 1995, p. 67). If we are to consider 
Elisa’s situation at the time she is required to resume her abandoned novel, then her cotexto is 
one of female subjugation and deprivation of liberty. In the historical contexto in which the 
unfinished novel is to be based, where Azurduy shares and overcomes the same adversities, a 
conflict can only be expected. Elisa is unable to write happy endings involving victory and 
the achievement of independence when her most immediate reality speaks of defeat. Despite 
these challenges and difficulties in writing historical narratives in fictional form, the presence 
of Juana Azurduy gains increasing importance as the action of El Mañana progresses, 
penetrating and invading Elisa’s inner self. Azurduy becomes an alter ego to Elisa Algañaraz, 
whose identity overlaps with that of the heroine. O’Donnell informs us that Azurduy, after 
losing both her parents at a young age, is sent to a convent. Far from freeing her from the 
tyranny of her tutors as she had expected, the convent turns out to be yet another form of 
oppression: 
Pronto fue evidente, sin embargo, que la vida conventual no era para ella. En 
esos recintos lóbregos, tan lejanos de la vida al aire libre que ella amaba, 
volvió a encontrar la rigidez disciplinaria contra lo que sólo sabía rebelarse. 
La religión predicaba entonces la sumisión de la mujer al orden social, la 
subordinación al hombre, anatematizaba el orgullo y la rebeldía, privilegiaba 
la oración pasiva por encima de la acción justiciera (O'Donnell, 1994, p. 4). 
                                                 
41
 Valenzuela, L (2009, August 3). “Generala Azurduy”. La Nación. Retrieved from http://www.lanacion.com.ar/1157840-
generala-azurduy 
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On the same lines, Valenzuela relates the analogies of both confinements: 
 (…) esta nueva Elisajuana que ahora en su sofá nido se sacude y tirita y no 
puede saberse si es a causa de la fiebre, de la desesperación de estar en el 
convento y no poder salir a campo abierto a contar el ganado o a ayudar en la 
esquila de las llamas, o por la desesperación de este otro encierro mucho más 
actual conocido bajo el nombre de arresto domiciliario (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 
136). 
Therefore, and prompted by Ómer, the captive writer returns her work on Azurduy, 
which eventually develops into a merging of identities. Elisa is thus compelled to partake of 
Azurduy’s fierceness to fight for, and to succeed, in gaining independence in the domestic 
arena and recognition in the public (literary) space. 
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6 Conclusion 
 Un semillero de preguntas  6.1
…nunca hay verdades completas, que a las respuestas clausurantes siempre es 
mejor desactivarlas con nuevas preguntas. (Valenzuela, 2010, p. 348) 
In reading Luisa Valenzuela’s El Mañana a certain feeling of despondency 
overwhelms and captures the reader, both revealing the incomplete, work-in-progress, 
dialogical nature of the novel, and in seeking out to engage the reader in its hermeneutic 
process. The novel is a mystery, but one that in solving itself reveals further questions; it 
provides the drive for questioning reality, and as the reader attempts to respond to those 
questions, more questions stem out of the reading process. Valenzuela’s notion of the novel 
as a hot-bed of questions (un semillero de preguntas) points to an active involvement of the 
reader in the creative process, as well as to the undefined, incomplete nature of the fictional 
text.  
But the novel is also incomplete and dialogical in its depiction of time and space, and 
of collective memory. As a text dealing with the historical past, the novel articulates the 
voices of subaltern characters from the past that echo in the present, a reminder of persisting 
inequalities. Likewise, the novel deals with the collective memory of Argentina’s Dirty War 
and establishes a dialogue with the social legacy of the darkest years of military rule, visible 
through the language, social attitudes and thinking patterns of the characters. In its depiction 
of contemporary Argentinean society, the novel’s characters also portray a new articulation 
of the social body of the subaltern. Finally, once the reader has dealt with historical and 
collective memory, the novel still provides a dystopian picture of the future lurking between 
the lines. Valenzuela’s novel sums up, overlaps, regurgitates and spits out Argentinean 
history into a fiction that acts as both an account of past events, a testimonial of present times 
and a warning about the future. It is also a warning about how the past may be re-enacted in 
an imprecise future by means of arbitrary systems of power. 
 
El Mañana conceals a secret, the secret of the true meaning of women’s language and 
their unregistered voices talking back; although it remains furtive throughout the novel, the 
search for an answer opens up to, as we stated before (see Chapter 5: 5:3), a “semillero de 
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preguntas” (Valenzuela, 2003, p. 72), prompting an array of new questions, thus moving 
further away from an answer. In this multi-layered narrative, the characters are set in 
temporal contexts that appear to be random rather than chronological, and it has spatial 
contexts that contrast freedom with seclusion and exposure with disguise. All these emerging 
questions become active agents of Valenzuela’s literary preoccupations: gender inequality, 
domination through language, and social discrimination. In attempting to hear the individual 
voices in such a multiplicity of discourses, this thesis has focused its attention on each 
character. By delving into postcolonial and subaltern theories, it has explored individual 
characters to unravel their voices, discriminated their stance in subaltern resistance and 
understood Valenzuela’s standpoint from an opted-for marginal position, that of the political 
writer and that of the woman-writer. 
 
 Outlining the construction of the subaltern 6.2
While trying to uncover the production of subaltern characters in Valenzuela’s fiction 
narrative, this thesis has explored the many ways in which Valenzuela challenges 
subalternation and exposes subalternity, working both diachronically and synchronically. It 
has surveyed history in search of founding aspects, recurrences and discrepancies, which 
have provided some clarification to the analysis of, firstly, the subaltern itself, and, secondly, 
to delve into Latin American and Argentinean subalternity. It has travelled back into the past, 
as far as colonial times, to find the first ideologies that contributed to building the subaltern 
subject and followed those ideologies through history and into present times. Whether we 
consider Moreira’s definition of the subaltern as “dialogically contructed (subject) within a 
structure of power” (2001, p. 268) or Argumedo’s depiction as the other face of the conquest, 
the subaltern subject has been built and reinforced throughout the socio-political past of 
Argentina. This study has looked deep into postcolonial thought to unveil the way in which 
subalternity conveys notions that are so entrenched in Argentinean society that they still 
prevail and still promote classism and discrimination in present times.  
The overriding political issue of the ethnic cleansing of the 19
th
 century’s General 
Roca’s Campaña del desierto, followed by the invention (Shumway, 1991) of Argentina 
through an immense influx of immigrants in the early twentieth century provided the 
background for clear social divisions. Sarmiento’s dichotomy of civilization and barbarism 
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(Sarmiento, 1845) and the vast array of its legacies (Jauretche, 1992) and later reformulations 
(Svampa, 1994) only further established and deepened its significance.  
The critical analysis of Valenzuela’s novel has attempted to capture the process of 
subalternation in Argentina in order to achieve a better understanding of El Mañana’s 
portrayal of it. 
 
 The subalternation of the world according to Valenzuela: a dystopian vision 6.3
The subalternation of Valenzuela’s characters and their restoration to agency is a path 
entwined in her poetics and in her vision and practice of the novel as a discursive form where 
past and present intersect and overlap, modelling language, class and gender tensions. 
Although the corpus of this project focuses on one novel only, this text is examined as a 
continuation and a representative sum of Luisa Valenzuela’s poetic vision. As stated by 
Bianchi, El Mañana is “una novela que condensa todos los tópicos del universo ficcional de 
Luisa Valenzuela[,] en donde se leen no solo los ejes que articulan todos sus textos sino 
también el diálogo que entre ellos se instaura” (Bianchi, 2011, p. 52). Thus, in this reading of 
the novel, I have availed myself of many other of her works, in fiction as well as essays. The 
topics her narrative delves into may differ from text to text; however, they are all deeply 
grounded on an unquestionable social awareness. The immediate political context is 
recurrently reflected upon and depicted in Valenzuela’s works, although in El Mañana both 
immediate and distant past perspectives overlap and reflect upon each other. In a plot that 
appears fragmented and set in a non-linear time frame, Valenzuela’s characters intermingle 
and fuse to contest their marginal position. 
This thesis has drawn on many theories and theorists beyond the initial subaltern 
approach from within postcolonial studies. If Valenzuela’s novel is indeed a multifaceted 
reflection on a complex reality, then a variety of theories have provided useful tools for a 
deliberately multidisciplinary analysis of the novel. 
Firstly, and in order to situate El Mañana within the Argentinean tradition, the thesis 
approached Domingo F. Sarmiento’s Facundo o Civilización y Barbarie (1845), a canonical 
text that maps out the stepping stones that helped build the Argentinean subaltern. Theorists 
such as Sarmiento have been referred to in order to explore the (19
th
 century-positivistic) 
basis of certain preconceptions on class divisions. His dichotomy of civilisation and 
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barbarism has proved to be a legitimate force that engendered elite, forged discrimination. A 
vast corpus of criticism has focused on Sarmiento’s work and his founding antinomy, only 
some, those considered to be most relevant to the scope of this work, have informed this 
thesis. Some of those theorists were Rama (2012), Altamirano (2008), Sebreli (2012), 
Svampa (1994), and Jauretche (1992). By establishing an intertextual dialogue between 
Sarmiento’s and Valenzuela’s work, and tracking it over the hundred and fifty years that 
separate their works, this research was able to better show Valenzuela’s literary stance, her 
place in Argentinean literary tradition, and also the rhetoric behind the historical social gaps, 
elitism and prejudice contested throughout her work.  
Secondly, and focusing in the way in which Valenzuela’s imagining of the 
marginalised is depicted, this research has delved into Rodolfo Kusch’s theories. Kusch’s 
approach has challenged that of Sarmiento. As opposed as the latter’s civilisation and 
barbarism dichotomy, Kusch posits a reversal of it. This has also been useful in helping this 
thesis establish a similar contesting position to that of Valenzuela’s literary project. Through 
the oppositional notions of stench and cleanliness, Kusch portrays the subalternation of the 
popular classes by the social elites. Following his approach, this thesis has examined the 
character of the cartonero, as depicted in the novel. Valenzuela has decoded discriminatory 
practices while providing a reflective perception of the cartonero through the eyes of the city 
dweller, to which Kusch’s analytical tools have served as a theoretical ground. Later Latin 
American Subaltern Studies scholars such as Walter Mignolo and Enrique Dussel have shed 
light onto the way in which Argentinean colonial inheritance has fashioned subjects without 
agency. Maristella Svampa’s comprehensive analysis of Sarmiento’s antinomy and the ways 
in which it has been reformulated over time has provided a suitable frame to position and 
understand Valenzuela’s characters.  
Bringing these approaches to a new focus on the literary form, this thesis has 
suggested a study of the novel as a narrative dystopia. El Mañana is set in a spatial and 
temporal frame that remains elusive, even though some historical markers are displayed 
throughout the narrative, revealing its contemporaneity. This study has attempted to stress 
each of those markers as leading threads in a feared forthcoming persistence, endurance and 
recurrence of an authoritarian past. Through briefly discussing the dystopian literary genre as 
portrayed in Orwell’s 1984 (1949) and Huxley’s Brave New World (1932), the work has 
identified Valenzuela’s novel as a form of negative utopia. There are commonalities between 
Orwell’s, Huxley’s and Valenzuela’s novels, there are similar discourse practices, projections 
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of an all-pervading power that pierces all areas of life. And amongst these discursive 
practices of power, instances of intervention against the language and the use of it by women 
and women writers have been found.  
Thus, Valenzuela’s dystopia exposes her worst apprehensions of the eventual taming 
of the writer and, with it, of language and, through it, of the society as a whole; an event that, 
however contested, was not unseen beyond the fictional realm in real Argentina. 
 
 Valenzuela’s response 6.4
In situating herself in a marginal position, Valenzuela is able to engage in what Emily 
Hicks has called the multidimensional gaze (Hicks, 1991, p. 11). Taking on Hicks’ 
multidimensional gaze and borrowing the concept, this thesis has pursued a reading of El 
Mañana as border-crosser writing, in the way of a “multidimensional, critical view of power 
relations” (Ibídem, p. 13), and contesting the act of subalternation. For if Valenzuela’s 
characters represent an instance of exclusion, that process of marginalisation is carried out, 
and carried on, from a centre that is informed and analysed through her reading of 
contemporary Argentinean society. This thesis has therefore provided an analysis of that 
central source of power, mostly because it is that engagement with real conditions that can 
help us understand the persistence and the articulation of their agency under different 
instances of subalternity. Through instances of silence and speech (forced and voluntary), of 
visibility or invisibility (chosen or not), of intrusion and privacy, Valenzuela’s fictional 
characters regain their agency. And, finally, in the context of 21
st
 century Argentina, this 
thesis also aims to provide a version, however dystopic, of a feasible future, and of the ways 
in which the writer and the citizen can escape it, or at least have a say in its constituting 
discourses.  
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